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Preface

What is Collective Memory Work?

Ahead of you, there are memories and narratives of women from Al-
bania, Kosovo, and Serbia collected at workshops in the “Our Stories”
project supported by the Western Balkans Fund. The participants are
women activists from Serbia (Association of Women Pesc¢anik), Kosovo
(Mitrovica Women Association for Human Rights) and Albania (Psycho-
Social Centre Vatra). They participated in three Collective Memory Work
(CMW) workshops in their native languages (Albanian and Serbian).
Twenty-eight women gave their consent for their memories to be pub-
lished.

This Preface to the narratives collected through the CMW workshops
begins with a personal recollection of how this project came to be. It all
started in 2016 when I returned from my PhD fellowship in Sweden,
where, thanks to Professor Jeff Hearn from Orebro University, I was in-
troduced to the CMW method (Barber et al. 2016). From 2017 to 2020,
together with seven friends, I conducted CMW in Serbia. Our memories
never came out in a printed collection (although maybe they would even-
tually). However, I tried to describe and analyse our CMW journey in an
article (Pordevi¢ & Antonijevi¢, 2021) published in the most comprehen-
sive collection on CMW (Hamm, 2021). Also, I talked about the method
and its potential using any opportunity or place. So, finally, activists of a
women’s peace organisation from KruSevac in Serbia heard me and put
this idea into practice. I am deeply grateful to Snezana Jakovljevi¢, who
recognised the great potential of CMW to record memories of women’s
struggles for their rights in Albania, Kosovo and Serbia.

The method gives an exemplary meaning to one of the most important
feminist postulates: Private is Political. And that is what you will find in
these memories and narratives, from personal struggles for emancipation
within patriarchal families and communities to feminist actions that
change the position of women in that same context. That is why the
common theme of the CMW workshops, even though pre-selected, was



suitable for everyone: I remember the first time I stood up for what I
thought was right.

First things first: let me explain what CMW is and why it is essential for
a better understanding of women’s peace and feminist activism. CMW is a
group method in feminist social research that involves the collective
analysis of individual written memories. The method started with Frigga
Haug (Haug, 2008), a German psychologist who predominantly used it in
her work with women who survived male violence. The method explores
an integral part of subjectively significant events that are remembered and
how they are subsequently constructed in the construction of self
(Crawford etal. 1992, p. 162). CMW is grounded in social constructiv-ism,
which understands and analyses social relations and knowledge pro-
duction, including the production of narratives of the past, as constructed
by prevalent “malestream” — narratives of white, educated, heterosexual
and wealthy middle-aged men. Thus, learning from similar projects on
CMW, this project has particular salience for feminist activists because
“women’s experience was often in tension with the preferred masculine
forms of public knowledge” (Barber et al. 2016, p. xxii). Therefore, the
method has specific importance for women activists’ identity construction
in turbulent times.

CMW focuses on recording women’s experiences as relevant and es-
sential for understanding their socialisation and multiple inequalities per-
petuating and deepening their unequal position in society (Scott, 1991). In
this respect, the “Our Stories” project intends to record and study mul-tiple
narratives through the personal yet collective memory of feminist activists
in Albania, Serbia and Kosovo. The main aim is to make their experiences
visible and their memories relevant to better understand the enduring
social and economic changes happening in the Western Balkans region.
CMW provides insights into women’s socialisation during histori-cal
events that changed an entire region’s geography and social circum-
stances — transition, wars, and political protests. Thus, CMW gives a spe-
cial significance to recording women activists’ memories following their
personal trajectories towards individual emancipation and political influ-
ence on women’s positions in their communities. Even more, the method
provides an in-depth understanding of personal and political changes



these women endured during long and everlasting processes of economic
transitions and post-conflict recoveries and reconstruction of the societies
in which they live and work.

The transformative goal of CMW is enhancing the capacity for collec-
tive action through critical individual and shared reflection, which can
lead to personal and social change. However, these memories showed that
change started with personal rebellion against strict, patriarchal family
norms, to be continued towards transforming societies.

For me, as a researcher and activist, CMW provides a critical perspec-
tive on the positivist view of collecting memories of “ordinary” people.
For most traditional historians, anonymous and conventional autobio-
graphical narratives are notoriously unreliable because they derive from
the personal experience of individuals and are not based on official histo-
riographical “facts”. In CMW, memories are seen as the raw data through
which the self and society are constructed. The interpretation of memory
is less about how ‘truthful’ memories are and their accuracy as represen-
tations of past events. Instead, it is about how telling those memories can
(re)construct those events (Crawford et al., 1992, p. 51) and the meaning
of these memories for constructing personal identity as feminist and
peace activists. Many authors emphasise the value of CMW as a method
of emancipatory learning that gives opportunities for those involved to
perceive “oneself as part of the problem of reconstruction of structures of
subordination” (Hamm, 2021, p. 2). In this sense, CMW can potentially
transform individuals and societies and lead to a better understanding of
present positions by looking at the past.

The CMW method allows participants to get to know themselves and
each other better and share their experiences and emotions. Moreover,
through sharing, women’s experiences, although different in appearance
due to language, culture or history, appear, at the same time, unique and
universal. For women participating in this CMW project, it awakens
events that, owing to collective reading and interpretation, are rational-
ised and analysed so that the isolation and loneliness of women’s lives are
gone. Moreover, the similarities between participants’ experiences could
point to the patterns of patriarchy that shape women from childhood and
affect their lives to the end. In this book, readers cannot easily distinguish
from where (geographically) memory emerges. The universality and



uniqueness of women’s struggles for personal choices, growth, and safety
are striking from all three locations. The most significant benefit of CMW
is the connections created between the participants and the blurring of the
boundaries between the researched subjects and the researcher; thus, eve-
ryone is an observer and an active participant at the same time.

Involving a personal experience, CMW is unavoidably emotional and
can have some unintended therapeutical consequences, although it is not
a form of group therapy. However, I firmly believe that collective writing,
reading and analysing memories is an essential part of women activists’
empowerment to be able to empower others. It is the moment when they
can look back at their struggles and rationalise what led them to the mo-
ment of becoming fighters for women’s rights. This is especially im-
portant for those women who have been in activism for ten or even twen-
ty years, who have personally lived through the experiences of violence,
discrimination and exclusion of themselves or other women, who have
been working in their local communities for years, unrecognised and
undervalued for their work. The CMW allowed them to reflect on past
events that eventually brought them where they are now. In that sense, it
adds to the therapeutic consequences. As one of the participants stated:

“Numerous stories, events, and disappointments followed — unfortu-
nately, too many to count. However, this initial shock remained a pivotal
moment that propelled me further into activism. In a world where none of
us, whether girls or women, victims or survivors, workers or leaders, felt
truly safe, how could we possibly remain complacent? Since then, my
opposition to injustices has evolved into a form of activism — a commit-
ment that may not bring about rapid change in the world but undoubtedly
has the power to transform lives!”

(I discovered my true calling as an activist, p. 20)

How do we organise CMW?

Over the years, CMW provoked different applications of the method
in different contexts (from trade unionists and battered women to women
academics and teachers) (Davies, 2008; Hamm, 2021). It also travelled
across disciplines, used by psychologists and historians in education,



gender studies and sociology. The step-by-step procedures of the method
were not presented by founding mother Frigga Haug, who vaguely de-
scribed CMW, leaving the implementation for discussion and experi-
mental use (Haug, 2008). However, one of the earliest books on CMW
Emotion and Gender: Constructing Meaning from Memory (Crawford et
al., 1992) described the steps in more detail, and that description was used
as a starting point for this project. The other project that influenced us was
the already-mentioned project, where Jeff Hearn was one of the
participants, and the results were published in Mens Stories for a
Change: Ageing Men Remember (Barber et al.,2016; see also Blake et al.,
2016). The third source of practical use of CMW was my personal
experience with the project I was involved in from 2017 to 2020
(Pordevi¢ & Antonijevic¢, 2021).

For this particular CMW project, participants were selected through a
non-probability sampling technique among other organisation members,
activists or just friends. There were no limits regarding age or profession.
However, it was important that the participants knew each other from
before, at least as acquaintances, not necessarily close colleagues or
friends. It helped keep the workshop atmosphere informal, personal and
safe. One of the options could be to set the age margin and then include
women ten years younger or older from the margin, which was the case
with the project I took part in. Other characteristics (ethnic group, profes-
sional status, e.g., professors, teachers, social workers, etc.) could also be
included, depending on the target group.

All participants were informed beforehand, and a presentation about
the project was held before they started to write. The information com-
municated to participants contained a pre-selected CMW topic, duration
of the workshop (minimum 3 to 4 hours), space and time of the CMW
workshop and leisure time (going out for drinks or having relaxing time
together over snacks).

Participants were informed that their stories might be published. How-
ever, they were assured that their identity would be hidden, and they could
withdraw their consent for their stories to be published at any mo-
ment. Only one person pulled out her story from publishing.

Voluntary participation is fundamental. All participants were ensured
that they could leave the CMW workshop whenever they wanted to, be-



fore writing, during writing and before reading and analysis. Confidenti-
ality and feeling safe are the most essential principles of CMW. For the
purposes of getting started, a practical handout was prepared to guide and
inform the future work on CMW among the same groups or different
groups of women.

Another challenge is selecting the place and time for the CMW work-
shop. At the same time, it is of critical importance for the project’s suc-
cess. First, the place has to be accessible to everyone, quiet and isolated
from noise and disturbance. In the context of this project, it means that all
phones were put on silent mode so that women could spend some time
without working on regular, paid jobs or unpaid work. It means that meet-
ings were held in late afternoons when participants had free time or time
for themselves. The room has to be big and comfortable for participants
to write, either using paper and pen or directly into their phones or lap-
tops.

The selection of topics is a particularly challenging part of CMW.
However, for this project, the topic was pre-selected so that all three
groups could write on the same one. The pre-selected topic was I re-
member the first time I stood up for what I thought was right. Partic-
ipants were encouraged and instructed to write about a concrete event,
activity or action in as many details as possible, with descriptions of
where the event happened, who was present apart from the memory teller,
how the person felt, what kind of emotions and thoughts she had, during
which period of her life the event happened, how did it started and ended,
and what happened afterwards, etc.

Getting out for informal chats over snacks and drinks provided mo-
ments of relaxation and unwinding after strong emotions provoked by
memory writing.

What will you find in this book?

The book is organised in five chapters: A Preface introducing the
CMW method and the following chapters with written memories of
workshop participants. The collective memories are organised under three
chapters. Part One, Politics Is Personal, contains seven memories of im-
portant political events, protests and engagements against injustice, vio-



lence against women and non-democratic political regimes. Part Two, On
a Mission to Combat Violence against Women, contains eight memories
of personal engagement against gender-based violence against women.
For many participants, these events led to their life commitment to anti-
violence activism. Part Three, Personal Is also Political, has fourteen
memories — twice as many as Parts One and Two. This shows how the
path of uprising against injustice began in childhood as a rebellion against
the rigid, unwritten rules of the patriarchal family. Rules that did not al-
low women the right to choose education, surname, dress, and the life
they wanted to lead.

“Seated on the couch, I began to feel uneasy hearing those words. A
surge of rebellion welled up within me, urging me to react. Despite our
frequent discussions with my parents and our social circle, I lacked the
experience to confront and discuss matters 1 deemed unjust, especially
with individuals older than myself. I wanted to react! My eyes remained
fixed on my parents, conveying my silent rebellion”.

(A surge of rebellion welled up within me, urging me to react, p. 37).

“I don 't want another school, I thought while looking at them, the only
school I wanted to attend was gymnasium. Everyone is entitled to attend
the school of their choice. I want to go to gymnasium,” I repeated, “and
later on I will choose a university for myself. [ might become a doctor, but
I dont think I will. I don't know what I will be, maybe a poet, maybe I will
travel the world, I would like that, maybe a journalist,” 1 continued.

(I want to study. I want to go to the sea every year. [ want to travel, p.
28).

In the last chapter, What did participants say about the project? the
readers can find out how participants felt, what they thought about and
how they valued this project.

Many written and unwritten prohibitions stood and still stand before
women in this region. Data from all three countries speak of a constant
and uncertain struggle for political rights and representation, the right to
decent work and a life without violence. Future feminists had to fight for
all that as girls and young women. Even when narratives about intimate



struggles do not explicitly talk about activism (keeping silent about one’s
illness, fear of still-childbirth), they implicitly describe a situation where
women, often left to themselves and without the support of their loved
ones, fight for dignity, for health, for offspring.

These memories speak of something else: very often, the family was
the place of the greatest support but also the utmost obstacle to the wom-
en’s personal growth and development. The figures of male family mem-
bers, whether a father, husband or brother, are often a barrier that needs to
be overcome.

As the centuries-old experience of women in these areas, as well as
recent scientific literature and research show, life in a patriarchal society
is marked by everyday violence, whether we experience it ourselves or
witness it. Anti-violence activism, judging by the memories of these
women, started spontaneously as an urge to do something that is consid-
ered right and oppose the abuser without thinking about one’s own safety
and consequences.

And we did meet one day. At a staircase. In a building. Face to face.
Nowhere to hide. He stares into my eyes. I stare back. We keep staring at
each other. Maybe it lasted a minute. It seemed forever to me. (I would do
the same now, p.19).

He was literally sitting on her body, hitting her as she motionlessly lay
in a pool of blood. No one reacted. I asked my friend to keep walking
with my kids and look after them. Then I approached the bully from be-
hind, looking for something I could use to hit him. I was afraid he might
kill her if I didn’t stop him. I noticed half of a brick nearby, picked it up,
and swung toward his head. He fell over the woman already lying on the
ground. I did not think of the consequences. All I could think of was how
to save her. (It is important for women to be there for one another, p.19-
20)

I sat down and started shaking. I was wondering if I did the right
thing. What if I killed him? Was it a hasty thing to do? Would it be better
if [ waited for the police, but what if he had murdered her before the po-
lice arrived? 1 wasn’t sure. It took me a long time to realise it was the
right thing to do, and she divorced him soon after. (Did I make a hasty
decision? p. 26).



The first part of the collective memories is about political activism,
from protesting against anti-democratic and warfare regimes to protesting
against violence against women and working for LGBTIQ+ rights only
because it was the right thing to do.

This was my strongest resistance to a system, where I, along with my
colleagues, stood stoically in front of the barrels of armoured cars for a
relative time, leaving my children on the streets at the mercy of God with
only one goal — not to allow the closure of the Albanian school. (/ did not
allow the closure of the Albanian school, p.13).

Today, nearly a decade later, I find contentment in the transformation
that an almost ominous phone call brought to the life of a 17-year-old
lesbian, vulnerable in a city in Albania. Presently, I have the chance to
instigate the change I yearned for in society a decade ago for all those
who, like me, confronted injustices and inequalities due to being different
in our lives. (I recall the rebellion sparked by an entire roller coaster of
emotions, p. 15).

Two of us, two women tightly clinging to each other. Feeling a little
frozen. Huge lump in my throat, suffocating me. Stomach clenching.
Whether from the cold or the fear, I don’t know. My mouth turned into a
cube, as I kept trying to blow the whistle, yellow whistle with a blue rib-
bon. It sounds so powerful that it seems to me it could overpower a baton.
(Fresh eggs from Krusevac, p.16).

Although sometimes painful and difficult, we return to these
memories because they explain who we are today and what kind of future
we wish for tomorrow. I hope you will enjoy it, at least as much as we
enjoyed writing and sharing them with each other. Maybe these memories
will be an incentive for some new girl, young woman or old, to resist
patriarchal pressures, norms, and violence and do what she thinks is right
at that moment.
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Part One: Politics Is Personal

Her narratives both shocked and stirred me to join her
mission

Upon the completion of my higher education in 1995, my aspiration
was to secure employment, enabling me to provide for my family and
meet personal expenses. Despite obtaining a degree in mechanical engi-
neering, job prospects in this field were scarce, with many factories and
plants shutting down in the wake of the systemic changes in the 1990s.

In the initial post-graduation year, I served as an educator in a kinder-
garten. Subsequently, for a span of two years, | assumed the role of Me-
chanical Engineer in a regional enterprise. Unfortunately, I never had the
opportunity to apply my professional skills. Faced with dwindling moti-
vation in this trajectory, a television advertisement caught my eye — a job
opportunity as a computer instructor and graphic designer in a private
company. Swiftly, I submitted my application and secured the position.

In this timeframe, a woman named Vera Lesko, dedicated to safe-
guarding girls from human trafficking, made her presence known in the
company. Her narratives, detailing the harrowing truths of human traf-
ficking and sexual violence, both shocked and stirred me to join her mis-
sion. I undertook a project to craft informative leaflets for girls and their
families, intending to thwart deception and exploitation by traffickers.

Upon presenting the completed materials to Vera a few days later, I in-
sisted that she did not need to pay for my work. However, the owner of
the company requested a minimal fee for the service. Vera explained that
she had recently established a counselling and information centre in Vlo-
re, and she considered our contribution as support for her work. She ex-
pressed gratitude for the meticulous work I had done. Eager to contribute
further to her cause, I asked how I could help, and her response immedi-
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ately struck a chord with me. She offered me a position as a secretary at
the Centre, with the additional responsibility of preparing all informa-
tional materials distributed to towns and villages across Albania through
local police stations. She mentioned that the salary was very modest,
given the Centre’s early stages. Without hesitation, my answer was “yes”.

From April 2000 until the present day, there has not been a moment
when I could fathom detaching from the work I’'m currently engaged in,
contributing my modest part to the protection of victims of human traf-
ficking, sexual violence and all forms of abuse. This ongoing commit-
ment reminds us of the collective responsibility we share in supporting
and protecting those in need.

x
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Think and act green

With my initiative to become the voice of nature and the environment
at all costs, I think I have made the right decision which is supported by
many people. Now it has been more than three years that every day I
individually act in the protection and cleaning of every space wherever |
am.

This action has fortunately met with understanding from my close and
wider community. I am happy that every day when I meet with people,
they express their concerns, suggest ideas and opportunities to improve
the situation in different areas. I have cases when they even write to me
on social networks or stop me in the street to exchange opportunities and
concerns.

During the actions organised as a voluntary group on our own initia-
tive, the idea to call our activity the “Environmentalists of Mitrovica”
was born. My goal has been to promote an initiative called “plogging”
which means jogging and collecting garbage at the same time.

I was notified of this activity for the first time by a short video on so-
cial networks in 2016, when I happened to hear and see the creator of this
initiative explain the activity. This person was Eric Ahlmstrom, a man
from Sweden who, while running through nature in Sweden, happened to
see a lot of garbage. So, he began to collect those remains of glasses,
packaging and cigarette butts, when he realised that there was no name
for this action.

In this case, he invented the most appropriate word for this action by
combining the Swedish word plakka up = grab and jogging = run-
ning/jogging. Since then, this word has been in use with which I am hap-
py to have encountered and that I will always use in the service of the
environment by promoting plogging in my city, my country and not
alone.

I hope that this decision, which I thought was the right one, although
perhaps with a rather small impact on my beginnings, will serve to create
a better collective awareness of the environment and keep me active for
many years. My motto is: “think and act green”.
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Teachers can do miracles

Needless to say, teachers are the pillar and foundation of the state. The
weight of the sky and the teacher do not measure. From the eighties,
when my career as a teacher began, to the present day, I had successive
challenges in life. As a teacher of great sacrifices, life informed me of the
vicissitudes of different parents of all communities, whether from a social
or national aspect. Academics and parents taught me to behave and act
wholeheartedly.

That is what I did and still do, so their advice can be passed on to my
children and students, generation after generation. I have always wanted
to help inclusive children because they are a weak point for me, consider-
ing their parents and what they face in our society, which still needs
awareness. Fate had it that NGO Theme offered the training Inclusion in
Our Schools, which lasted for a year. I gained additional experience in
getting to know these children better in collaboration with the teachers of
the Mother Teresa resource centre in Mitrovica, the parents of these chil-
dren and various experts who offered interactive activities and lectures. In
the end, we were able to voluntarily accept children with special needs in
our classes.

This wish came true after I had decided to integrate the brother of my
student from the previous generation into my class. I applied to the school
where [ worked. Although my request challenged the principal and secre-
tary of the school and was not very well received, I managed to insist and
refer to the law in force that this student must be transferred from the
Resource Centre to the regular primary school.

At the beginning, I informed the parents about the new challenge that
awaited them and their children in the first grade. They were sceptical at
first, but then they were informed that he would initially be integrated
only in the skills subjects and my aim was to treat all the children equally,
without harming either side. If he were not successful, then the student
would continue his education in the special school where he had been
before.

At first, there were difficulties in accommodation, but with additional
activities and different methodologies, I managed to adjust to his needs.
He attended two subjects during the first semester. After the first six
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months, I challenged myself to try to integrate him in all subjects so that
his family and I would be more at ease in this regard.

When his parents were notified, his mother’s joy and her congratula-
tions will never leave my mind. “It seems to me that I no longer live on
earth, but in heaven. “You made it so my son has friends in school, in the
neighbourhood and everywhere”. However, this was achieved thanks to
everyone’s cooperation.

The third and fourth grades were a challenge because some of the
teachers were reluctant to teach him, but even then I insisted that the law
allowed him to continue regular education and that now he was well pre-
pared and that his classmates helped him and took care of him without
hesitation. This class and these parents are prepared to treat children with
special needs because they also love life just like the rest of us.

Teachers can do miracles, but only if they want to. They are the value
of the nation.
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I did not allow the closure of the Albanian school

I remember it as if it happened today, in June 1991, the teachers and
the students were kicked out of our school, just before graduation. These
students were the last generation of graduates of the Boris Kidri¢ Tech-
nical High School in Mitrovica, against whom violent measures were
applied.

Everyone, students and teachers, sat together, huddled in front of the
closed doors — cheering in the hope that a miracle would happen, and the
doors would open for us. But it was in vain! It did not take long for the
police force to drive us away with curses and insults.

We dispersed sad and revolted because after the award of diplomas,
we planned to divide the classes and parallels. On the way, we talked
among ourselves that our meetings should continue in the following days
even if we were to encounter resistance from the competent authorities.

Neither my colleagues nor I gave up. So, we continued going out to
the school yard for several days in a row, hoping that one day we will join
our “cult of knowledge”. After a few days, a firm decision was made by
the decision-making authorities for education (in the Albanian language)
to stop these exposures, because we were endangering the students and
ourselves.

Back in September, we met students and teachers, in the school yard,
with the same goal of entering the school. The reaction was the same!
Closed doors, the school surrounded by the police, as well as the appear-
ance of several armoured vehicles.

After three days of this attempt, we left to our homes — with the hope
that this major problem would be solved.

All the doors of secondary schools in Kosovo were closed. After many
internal meetings of the Educational Organisational Council, which were
held for all secondary schools in Kosovo, it was decided that teaching
would continue in various private facilities.

The loving and humane population opened the doors of houses, shops,
garages or other perfect facilities to accept students and teachers into their
bosom, away from oppression and physical torture. It often happened that
our students were beaten and arrested — just because they were holding
Albanian literature in their hands.
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This was my strongest resistance to a system, where I, along with my
colleagues, stood stoically in front of the barrels of armoured cars for a
relative time, leaving my children on the streets at the mercy of God with
only one goal — not to allow the closure of the Albanian school.
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An atmosphere of fear and suspicion prevailed

I have worked in public administration for some three years already. It
was a great team of young, educated, English-speaking people. There
were four of us on the team. A woman colleague who was already there
when I started working, and another woman and a man, both engaged due
to my recommendation. All four of us, altogether three women and one
young man, shared an office. We were friends and worked and cooperated
nicely. We liked working together, and encouraged each other. Even
though it was a rather small office, four of us insisted on sharing it. It was
an old-fashioned office, in an old-fashioned building, with some horrible
paintings on the walls, which I totally disliked, despite the fact that there
were painted by Konjovi¢, a famous painter. I remember one painting
depicting some drunken men. That is how it was titled, too: Drunken
Men. But we put on some posters of our choice, posters of the “circle of
violence”, “Roma Women Can Do It”, and others. Our office was some-
thing out of the box and new in that rigid bureaucratic surrounding. As if
a small NGO had landed through the roof into our office.

Other offices and the company in general were totally different. Filled
with an atmosphere of fear and suspicion. New elections were about to be
held and everyone was panicking about the election campaign and uncer-
tainty of keeping their political positions. But we were absolutely not
interested in all the schemes and political coalitions that were made. We
were doing our jobs, working on the advancement of the position of
women. We were not interested in the politics of parties.

And then a woman who was our superior at the time decided to leave
the party she was a part of and form a new party, a few months prior to
elections. She was one of the first women in politics, and attended all the
trainings organised by women’s organisations. Those trainings greatly
improved her public appearances and speeches, leadership skills, and
self-confidence. Over the course of several days, she assigned one of her
employees to collect signatures among workers for the registration of her
party. It meant that people had to register on a list with their full name
and surname, ID card number, and confirm it with their signature. Of
course, the majority signed it. A few of us, to be precise, three of us from
our office did not sign up, and we weren’t asked to. They knew we would
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not sign up. People mostly signed on their own will, but there were peo-
ple with temporary work contracts, and their jobs and income depended
on their signatures.

That young colleague of ours, fourth member of our team, was still in
the process of employment. He applied, submitted documents, and waited
for the decision on whether he would get a permanent employment con-
tract, that was supposed to be signed by our superior. Most of us took it
for granted that he would get the job, not worrying at all about it, and we
had loads of work to do so didn’t even have much time to think about it.
But a day before the deadline for the extension of his contract, the lawyer
of our firm came to our office and asked to talk to me face to face. When
we got into the hallway, she told me: “Today is the last day for J. to sign
the documents and employ D. on a permanent basis. But she told me she
was not going to do it, because D. refused to sign for her party’s list. It
means I will have to post a new job vacancy and D. is probably not the
applicant to be employed based on that new call. Can you talk to her and
see whether she would change her mind?”

I was shocked. It did not occur to me that such a thing could happen; it
did not even occur to me that a woman we trained to follow different
policies could do the very thing we were fighting against! At first I did
not know what to do. Without informing anyone, I went to the HR office
and asked for my work booklet. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with
it, but while going up the stairs my head cleared up. I entered her office
and told her secretary I wanted to talk to our superior. I stepped inside
and saw her sitting at a large desk located at the far end of the office.
Between us was a long conference table where official and collegium
meetings were held. I threw my work booklet on the table and said: “Fire
me, if you dare, and sign his contract. I was hoping that the days when
people were forced to give up their beliefs in order to keep or get their
jobs were over. And I was hoping you learned something at the numerous
seminars you attended, you learned that women’s politics was different. |
was hoping that you, as a woman politician, would be different than all
those men!” I turned and left, leaving my work booklet on the conference
table.

Before 1 got out, I saw her face burning with anger and (hopefully)
shame.
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I went back to my office, saying nothing to my colleagues, so they had
no clue there was anything out of the ordinary going on. Half an hour
later my phone rang, and her secretary invited me back to the office. J. sat
there, behind her desk, all stiff and official. My work booklet was still at
the conference table where I had left it. As I just kept standing there, she
picked up the phone and said: “Please M., bring me that employment
contract, I will sign it.” I did not wait for the lawyer to get the contract. |
took my work booklet and left her office.
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I recall the rebellion sparked by an entire roller coaster of
emotions

I recall the initial instance when my profound fear materialised. Per-
haps it might appear inconsequential today, but to my 17-year-old self, it
was far from insignificant. After years of denying and sidestepping the
secret | harboured within, I mustered the courage to confess my truth to
someone else — someone | held dear.

School lost its sense of safety, home became inhospitable, even the
gaze of my parents and the familiarity of old friends offered no refuge.
The very streets of my hometown felt menacing. I can vividly recall my
literature teacher, who, whenever I participated in class, would belittle
my answers with comments like, “You may excel in school, but life is not
that simple; we all see through your fagade”. The corridors echoed with
the jeers of teenage boys from other classes branding me with the label
“lesbian” during the long breaks. The eyes of the one I embraced in those
hallways and secluded corners reflected the same fear that gripped us. In
those moments, the city where I had spent my entire life felt desolate, and
it seemed like she and I were the only two souls navigating its unforgiv-
ing terrain.

On that day, after a lengthy summer apart due to the holidays and fear,
we reunited on the first day of school. I was walking her home, hand in
hand. The ringtone of my old Blackberry pierced the air, accompanied by
a shout that rattled me, “Why are you walking holding hands like that?
Where are you going?”. It was a family member. Perhaps just an innocent
inquiry, but in that moment, I felt like the most exposed and vulnerable
person in the world. The afternoon was spent reflecting on the emotions
stirred by that phone call, and the enduring taste after a decade is one of
disappointment and a profound sense of not belonging in my own city. I
also recall the rebellion sparked by the entire roller coaster of emotions.
What was [ doing wrong?

This pivotal moment, marked by the intense pressure, pain, insecurity,
and rebellion against my family, coupled with the fear of potentially los-
ing the person I cherished the most in that city for the first time in my
life, ignited an undeniable need to alter something in that seemingly
hopeless situation. Whether it was something small, this drove me toward
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the path of activism and law. I embarked on the study of law and im-
mersed myself in various initiatives, seeking to encounter and connect
with a handful of other young individuals who, like me, shared the com-
mon experience of feeling distinct in the city where we were born and
raised, solely because something about us was different.

Throughout this journey, particularly in its initial phases, every fear I
harboured manifested into reality. I lost my first love, friendships dis-
solved, family bonds strained, and even my pride in the city of my origin
dwindled. I lost the sense of belonging to it. For years, it felt like I lacked
a central axis to lean on because no one was there when the determination
to confront everything and everyone faltered.

Despite the losses incurred on this journey, I discovered crucial as-
pects of myself. Today, nearly a decade later, I find contentment in the
transformation that an almost ominous phone call brought to the life of a
17-year-old lesbian, vulnerable in a city in Albania. Presently, I have the
chance to instigate the change I yearned for in society a decade ago — for
all those who, like me, confronted injustices and inequalities due to being
different in our lives.

I summon this motivation and fragments of the past whenever fatigue
sets in — whether it is providing legal counsel to LGBTI+ individuals,
composing reports in legal language, participating in training sessions for
educators, psychologists, and justice professionals, or advocating for the
rights of LGBTI+ individuals as human rights. In envisioning the future
reality within my mind, the rightful reality that, alongside colleagues and
fellow LGBTI+ activists, we strive daily to manifest, even in its imperfect
forms.
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Fresh eggs from KruSevac

To Belgrade! To Belgrade!

Green Zastava car 454-33 “sweeps” down the highway 140 km per
hour. It’s old, falling apart, but rushes charged with our energy and pas-
sion. To Belgrade!

I remember...

Changes, changes, concede defeat, down with the regime, down with
the government! December 24", 1996. Knez Mihailova Street. Close to
Terazije fountain. I cannot feel my fingers. I forgot the gloves, again,
alas. I put them aside while packing the eggs and forgot them.

Firmly holding the bag with eggs. They will be of good use today.

I walk down the street crowded with people. It is almost impossible to
make a step without someone bumping into you or pushing you — it is
that crowded. Cymbals, all kind of percussion instruments, plastic trum-
pets, pans, pots, lids.

Behind me is a man with his dog. The dog is barking, howling, proba-
bly because of the noise or because of policemen with batons.

Two of us, two women tightly clinging to each other. Feeling a little
frozen. Huge lump in my throat, suffocating me. Stomach clenching.
Whether from the cold or the fear, I don’t know. My mouth turned into a
cube, as I kept trying to blow the whistle, yellow whistle with a blue rib-
bon. It sounds so powerful that it seems to me it could overpower a baton.

“Together for Changes”, says a huge banner, 2 to 3 meters wide, may-
be even wider, taking up the whole street. And here we are, together.

Students stretched out the banner “Belgrade Is the World”. There are
many of them. I want to go to the world, too. Free and freely! Looking
around, feeling warmth slowly taking over my body, spreading around
my chest, my heart, down my spine. Enough of the spine bending. Stand-
ing as straight up as I can, holding my head up high, proud of being here,
in this mass of young, smiling, rebellious, grey-haired, angry, various
people. Suddenly, I see a student flying a colourful, fluttering kite, rising
above our heads and brazenly defying terror. Freedom, freedom. Feeling
good, more than good, fantastic, as if I could fly along the dragon.

I reach into my bag with eggs, pass them to my friend, to a guy by my
side, comrade, fellow protestor. I also grab one and with all my might
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throw it toward the crowd in front of Terazije fountain. Counter protes-
tors, brought by buses, picked up from all over, to support the regime.
“We love you, Sloba”, “I love you too”. Cursing, shouting, someone
pushing me from behind. I have to move forward. For all those days and
nights of not sleeping, thinking over and over again, for all the friends
from Mostar. For a friend from Dubrovnik, for Zoran from Sarajevo.

I hear a guy yelling we should move, move, batons are hitting. I run
and hide in a foyer of the closest building I could reach. I lean against the
wall and whisper to myself: keep breathing, keep breathing. I am lacking
air. Not sure whether I feel as if I was suffocating or being suffocated.
Tears froze under my eyelids, as well as all my wishes, hopes, desires. |
won’t hold them no more, today I shall set free all the tears that have
accumulated there for years, that haven’t been cried out for who knows
why and whom.

Changes, changes — I hear from the street. The sounds of drums, per-
cussions, clamour, screams, whistles. I blow my whistle as hard as I can,
even harder than before, with more freedom. I guess it was because |
cried out all those tears and dilemmas. I want changes, changes are a
must, [ say to myself. There is a stage set out there. A bunch of people on
the stage. I hear Zoran, Vesna, Vuk. Voices of reason. Such a good sound
system. [ am thinking that it’s good that they can be heard so clearly and
loudly. Together. Tightly wrapping my dark green coat around my body. I
can no longer feel my toes, even though I put on two pairs of socks. And
boots, which I rarely wear. I am throwing away the empty bag. Home-
produced eggs from Krusevac ended up in Knez Mihailova Street. For the
honour. For the Knez (Eng. Prince).

A man next to me said: “Lots of them, brought by buses, MiloSevi¢’s
scumbags. But we will crush them as cockroaches. We have proven we
could.” “And we have to do it,” another guy shouts. “Concede defeat, we
won the elections, victory, victory, concede defeat, you thief!”

Thieves, thieves. Stole away my peace, freedom, peaceful dreams,
they stole and darkened the world for me, my Jovana, for youth, for
hopes, beauty, and future. I yell out loud, already hoarse, blowing the
whistle as tears roll down my face, and my nose starts running as [ wipe
my cheeks with my bare hand, as if washing down all the troubles and
adversities.
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Here I am, I know why, and I will not give up. Not today. Not tomor-
row. Not before changes come. Regardless of the snow that begins to fall,
regardless of the night coming down on us. Regardless of yet another day
in this hell. The rage I feel fuels me with miraculous strength and faith
that all this is going to end. Together. Until we win! Going back to my
hometown all wet, cold, hungry. But firmly believing I was not going to
give up.
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Part Two: On a Mission to Combat Violence
against Women

I would do the same now

It was a cold Saturday morning. My husband and son went to the
countryside, and my daughter and I stayed at home. We have just had
breakfast and I was thinking about what to make for lunch. I remembered
an elderly woman from the street around the corner was selling frozen
peppers. I really felt like eating stuffed peppers.

I hurried to dress up the kid before the rain, as grey clouds were cov-
ering the sky. We were getting ready to go buy peppers and some meat.
When I opened the door it seemed rather chilly. I got back to take jackets,
too. I could not even imagine that a true drama was about to start. ..

Someone abruptly opened the front door of our flat, without ringing
the bell or knocking. I flinched. It was a neighbour from the floor below.
Tousled hair, eyes wide open, with a kitchen towel in her hand. Trem-
bling, crying: “Help me, hide me!” “Whom from?”, I asked frantically. I
was trembling, too. Instead of answering, she kept repeating “He will kill
me, he will kill me...”, and ran off to the bathroom.

In a second I realized she was referring to the partner she had been liv-
ing with for some time. My kid started screaming in fear. I was silencing
both of them. Grabbed the child and took her to another neighbour’s.
Asked her to take care of my daughter and not ask a thing. She did so, but
I saw she was bewildered, not understanding what was going on.

I rushed back to my flat. Locked the door, twice, just in case. The
neighbour still crying and trembling... All of a sudden, bangs on the door.
“Open, I’ll kill you both!”. We hear it, and probably the whole building
can hear it. We looked at each other. I signalled her to be quiet with my
finger.

I slowly tiptoed to the door and looked through the peephole... |
guessed right, it was him. I could see the rage in his eyes. He kept yelling.
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Saying horrible things. We are calling the police. They don’t quite get it
who is going to kill whom, who is at which door. As if it maters! Here is
the street and the number, just be here as fast as you can. The guy is
threatening to kill us. I wouldn’t swear, but I think he was holding a gun
as he kept swinging his hands in front of my door. Maybe not. Maybe it’s
just that ‘eyes are big in fear’, as the saying goes.

Shortly after our call to the police, we could hear the police sirens.
Probably he heard it too. He is not at the door anymore. He ran away. 1
told the neighbour to stay for a little longer. I called the other neighbour
to ask about my kid. She said she was fine, eating a banana. I felt re-
lieved. The landline phone rings. I expected it to be the police. Picked up
the phone. Shaking. But it was a friend of mine. She is a cousin of the
guy who was banging at my door. “What did you do?”, she asked. Her
voice was trembling. I said I did not understand her question. “My cousin
just called and said you were hiding his girlfriend, and that the police
were after him. I am afraid for you, you know what he is like, why did
you mess with him?”, she said.

I knew what he was like, but I said nothing. I knew she was calling
because she was truly in fear for my safety. She said she was going to call
him back and try to “sort things out”. Despite being aware that I have
done nothing wrong, I said it would be good if she did. I suppose I was
afraid for my family, I was afraid he might hurt them.

The day passed, a whole month passed. They did not get back togeth-
er. No police officer asked me a thing. I guess the police did talk to her. |
have no idea whether he was sanctioned in some way. We did not talk
about it. In the meantime, a friend asked me if I was afraid what would
happen if [ met him, adding that I was insane and that I should have driv-
en her away from the apartment, not bringing misery upon myself, let the
two of them resolve their issues themselves. I know I shouldn’t have
driven her away. It was at the tip of my tongue to ask her if she would say
so if it was about her sister or daughter... but I didn’t ask. It was point-
less. There is no point in discussing moral values with such people.

And we did meet one day. At a staircase. In a building. Face to face.
Nowhere to hide. He stares into my eyes. I stare back. We keep staring at
each other. Maybe it lasted a minute. It seemed forever to me. He broke
the silence. “You fucked me up. You hid her and the police was called
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from your flat,” he said (even today I have no idea how he knew the po-
lice was called from my apartment — anyone could have called, since
everyone in the neighbourhood heard the banging, threats, yelling...)

I remained silent. He also stopped talking. I was waiting for him to hit
me, push me, do me some harm. “Shame on you,” he said rather quietly.
Then all of my fear just vanished, and I dared saying “Shame on YOU,
you traumatized that woman, myself, my kid, you were banging on my
door.” He looks at me and claims he would do me no harm, since we have
known each other since childhood, from school. Yes, we have known
each other. It was true. “But you did do me harm. I still dream of you
yelling and banging and threatening.” I turned away and left. We haven’t
met again, and twenty years have passed.

The neighbour moved out of town. I do not see her either anymore. I
haven’t experienced anything like that again. At least not as traumatic.
But I would do the same if something like that did happen again.

%
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It is important for women to be there for one another

I remember myself, a young woman who had just come out of vio-
lence and left the abuser, returning to her hometown with two small chil-
dren, with no support, judged by her close ones and surroundings. I stood
up to everyone and somehow sorted things out. And before that I never
dared talk back, let alone stand up to someone. I am bringing this up as an
introduction to my story because I want to emphasise how I developed
zero tolerance to violence after my experience, especially to physical
violence.

One day I was walking around town with my kids and a friend of
mine. It was a pleasant and sunny day. The street was crowded, and peo-
ple peacefully walked by a man who was beating a woman, in broad day-
light, in the town centre, in front of the municipal building, across the
street from the Police Administration. He was literally sitting on her body,
hitting her as she motionlessly lay in a pool of blood. No one reacted. I
asked my friend to keep walking with my kids and look after them. Then
I approached the bully from behind, looking for something I could use to
hit him. I was afraid he might kill her if I didn’t stop him. I noticed half
of a brick nearby, picked it up, and swung towards his head. He fell over
the woman already lying on the ground. I did not think of consequences.
All T could think of was how to save her. After the man fell, I ran away.

It turned out that he was one of the local gangsters, and I was in fear
for days that someone might have seen and remembered me and that 1
might suffer consequences. [ worried whether the man I hit was well, and
whether the woman, his victim, was fine. Later on I found out they were
all right. I saw them together in town.

This event from 2001 marked the beginning of my activism and femi-
nism, which I started putting into practice in 2006. In the meantime, I
have always tried to be of some help to women around me. It is important
for women to be there for one another.
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The best intentions are not enough

As far as I remember, I have always stood up for the ones rarely sup-
ported by other people, but in dire need of support and help of others. It is
hard to recall the first time I stood up for what I considered right. There-
fore, I share the strongest memory I have.

I have known her most of my life, we were the same generation and
had many friends in common. Later on we started working together. I
remember she was very late for work that morning, and she was out of
breath. I asked her what had happened, and she said she had stumbled at
the pedestrian crossing and almost got hit by a car while crossing the
street. The light was dimmed but I saw the skin at her temple was all
bruised and peeled. I started panicking and insisting she should go see a
doctor and we would manage without her at work. She refused, despite
my pleas: “Come on, maybe you hurt your head, get it checked.” I took
her by the hand, and she flinched. I noticed her wrist was bruised, too. I
told her she had to see a doctor, if not earlier, after work. She said she
would think about it, and I kept insisting. I could see I was bothering her,
but I wouldn’t give up. I suggested we should go together and then, all of
a sudden, she shouted — “I did not fall at the crossing!”

Silence. I was wondering why she was lying. She said quietly — “F...
beat me up.” It took me some time to understand her words, and then I
hugged her and held her like that for quite a while. It was probably the
best I could do, since everything else (I see that now) would put addition-
al pressure on her — to go to the police, to ask for legal advice, to tell
someone about it... She wasn’t ready!

Perhaps this memory does not need an epilogue. But I will share it.
She married her abuser and got rid of him when he eventually died. To-
day, when I advocate for what I consider right, I try to see the issue from
all points of view, since good intentions are not enough.
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We must collectively rise and combat inequality and vio-
lence

I vividly recall my inaugural experience participating in a protest. This
particular demonstration was against violence and abuse, spurred by a
widely publicised case. Women’s organizations spearheaded the protest,
extending invitations to members and activists from various organisa-
tions, community members, and youth. Initially, I found myself torn and
bewildered, likely because it was my first encounter with a protest. De-
spite hearing people encourage and inspire collective action for signifi-
cant causes, | grappled with a mixture of emotions that temporarily
clouded my desire and decision to attend. Undecided about whether to
join the protest, even though | yearned to make my voice heard, I ulti-
mately chose to attend. The commitment of activists dedicated to the
pursuit of justice played a pivotal role in influencing my decision.

At the protest, I observed a multitude of individuals, predominantly
girls and women, who, in keeping with their enduring spirit, fervently
chanted for their rights — a practice that continues to this day. Notably,
there were boys and men present as well. Yes, indeed. Boys and men who
stood there, staunchly defending the cause and joining the longstanding
struggle of Albanian girls and women for gender equality, combating
discrimination and violence.

I observed intellectuals, public figures, and individuals from the enter-
tainment industry present to lend their support. In that moment, I reflect-
ed on how these shared concerns and challenges, whether universal or
specific, could unite society. It made me feel connected and underscored
the significance of taking action and engaging in activism. Something
within me shifted; the realisation that we must collectively rise and com-
bat inequality and violence became more profound.

In the end, it proved to be a valuable experience for everyone in-
volved, delivering a powerful message. I came to understand that partici-
pating in such causes, whether directly or indirectly, profoundly impacts
our fundamental rights as indispensable members of society. That day, for
me, went beyond being a mere manifestation of what fundamentally de-
fines women and their integrity. It became a manifestation of myself and
all that I believe I am and aspire to be in the future.
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YES, it was worth it

I had the opportunity to meet her only once, and it happened in Ger-
many. She was in her twenties, exuding beauty, with a tall stature and
striking features — brunette, full of vibrant energy. It seemed almost inevi-
table that she would be drawn to a guy as handsome as herself. Fate
brought us together, my friend and me, on a chilly winter day in Berlin. J.
and her boyfriend happened to be friends of our friends.

During our shared evening, as our conversations unfolded, I learned
that J. had initially come to Germany as a tourist and serendipitously met
the man she was in love with. They had made the decision to build a life
together in Berlin. From our discussions, I gathered that her boyfriend
was thriving in his business, and it was evident that a promising future
awaited them, filled with love and beautiful dreams. Despite it being our
first meeting, a strong bond quickly formed between J. and me. I regarded
her as if she were my own daughter, offering words of comfort that
flowed naturally. She shared her story with me, and in that moment, we
both felt an unspoken closeness.

After returning to Albania, several months went by, and I lost contact
with J. It was November, and as I strolled through the streets of my city, |
encountered our mutual friends. Inquiring about the couple in Germany,
they shared the wonderful news that J. had become a mother. My reaction
was one of sheer joy, as I realized that their love had been genuine and
resilient. I obtained J.’s contact details to call her and extend my heartfelt
congratulations.

It was a Saturday, shortly after lunch, and I sat down with the intention
of writing to J., extending my congratulations and eager to hear her emo-
tions about the most beautiful experience in a woman’s life, especially for
a young girl who had become a mother. I penned a heartfelt message,
expressing my warmest congratulations and sharing in her joy for the new
chapter in her life. She had welcomed a baby girl into the world.

While eagerly anticipating her response filled with the same enthusi-
asm, the lines she wrote revealed a starkly different reality. The once
joyful J., who had radiated warmth like a winter sun on the day we met,
now seemed burdened with anxiety and sorrow beyond words. Life had
left her exhausted, and, most distressingly, she was confronting various
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forms of violence. With her daughter just 40 days old, she navigated the
challenges of motherhood amid the complete abandonment by her part-
ner, the father of the child. Overwhelmed by anxiety and hopelessness,
she struggled to maintain regular meals, and the toll was visible on the
baby, who cried and struggled to feed properly. The vibrant J. from a year
ago had now lost all her enthusiasm and seemingly lost everything...

J. found herself alone in the cold world of Germany. Her parents lived
elsewhere, and when she initially arrived, it was akin to packing for a
month-long vacation, with a suitcase of clothes and her passport. In Ber-
lin, she knew no one and was unfamiliar with the language. There was no
one nearby to provide the support and initial assistance she needed, both
as a new mother and for the challenges she faced in her difficult situation.

Her partner had gone to the extent of hiding her passport, possibly to
prevent escape, and he menacingly threatened her life. He instilled terror
by asserting that leaving would mean never seeing her daughter again.
Each night, he returned inebriated, and his interactions with J. were
marred by verbal, psychological, and physical abuse. Overwhelmed with
fear, J. found herself in tears, feeling desperate and hopeless about her
life. She lived with the constant dread that he would take her daughter
away from her, compounding her already dire situation.

In that moment, as I gathered myself after the shock, a myriad of
thoughts surged through my mind on how to find a solution in this alarm-
ing situation and help my friend J., even over the phone. I began by assur-
ing her that there was nothing in the world that could separate her from
her daughter. I urged her not to be terrified anymore by the haunting idea
that plagued her every day, offering support little by little...

I advised her to find a lawyer in the location where her parents lived,
as they could provide crucial family support. Through the lawyer, she
should meticulously follow every suggestion given. I encouraged her to
rise above the chaos in her life, to summon the strength to begin each day
with a purpose for herself and her daughter. I urged her to stand in front
of the mirror, to envision that strong J. from before, to care for her beauti-
ful long hair, to dress warmly and well, preserving herself against the
cold, and to ensure that both she and her daughter had a nourishing break-
fast.
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I don’t recall the exact duration of my conversation with J. that day,
but I initiated our talk when the sun had yet to set, and I concluded it well
into the late evening. J. needed to experience a semblance of security
through the advice and words that provided her with the strength to react
during those moments when, in her view, everything was covered in
darkness.

Every day, for 2-3 hours, I engaged in communication with J. These
were the hours when she found hope and the strength to react. There were
days and months that initially made it harder for J. to rise, but she re-
mained aware that change had already begun, even if with small steps.

Today, J. and her 6-year-old daughter, A., live alone, without the pres-
ence of the “husband/father” who shattered the dream of a family. They
are growing together, infinitely happy, radiating a beautiful light that
uplifts the spirit when you see them, and it affirms that, YES, it was
worth it then. The dedication to that little one will always be worth it,
serving as spiritual and moral support for anyone else in need in this
world. J. calls me her angel; I call her my daughter, who has blessed me
with the joy of having a beautiful niece.

L 4
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I discovered my true calling as an activist

I remember that years ago, as a young social worker, I held the ambi-
tious belief that I could change the world. Little did I know that the world
doesn’t change so quickly. Despite this, I discovered my true calling as an
activist — one dedicated not to swift change but to contributing as much of
myself as possible. But that’s a story for another time.

The year was 2004. I was working for an organisation focused on as-
sisting girls who had fallen victims of human trafficking. It was my se-
cond year in the role, and I found myself grappling with the weight of
profoundly distressing human stories. These were narratives of girls
whose only “crime” was, perhaps, being born in the wrong place — sur-
rounded not just by wrong people but also bearing characteristics starkly
distant from the realm of human emotions. During one of our routine
workdays, the police brought in a very young girl, around my age at that
time, just 23 years old, to the shelter. She possessed serene features, a
sweet demeanour, radiating light and purity. Initially, she appeared well
and composed.

The police requested my presence as a representative of the organisa-
tion and a social worker during the interview — standard procedure that
involved the participation of social field professionals at that time.
Throughout the questioning, the representative from the anti-trafficking
section posed some general questions. Then, he stated, “To avoid wasting
each other’s time, tell the truth.” At this point, the girl began to tremble
and fidget, losing the composure she had arrived with. Despite this, she
stood her ground, asserting that she was with her fiancé, and no one had
exploited her.

During the interview, she mentioned the name of the person she
claimed was her fiancé. Without much thought and in my relative lack of
experience, | intervened, asserting that I knew that person and he was not
her fiancé. I went further, stating that [ was aware of his activities and the
kind of work he was involved in. I emphasised that if she needed help, we
were there to assist her, and all she had to do was express the desire for
assistance. I recall that she immediately closed up further after this reve-
lation, as did the police officer. A palpable silence ensued, only interrupt-
ed by the police officer stating that we would resume the next day.
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The following day, a police van escorted the girl, and after that, I re-
ceived no updates. Upon inquiry, I was informed that she did not admit to
anything, and consequently, from a legal standpoint, she couldn’t be de-
tained against her will either in the shelter or by the police. I couldn’t
shake off the memory of that girl for a long time, and I often wondered
about the circumstances that had led her to that moment.

A few days later, one of my childhood friends approached me and
conveyed a message from L. — he was taken aback that you acted as
“spy” for the police. “He won't confront you merely out of respect for
your family.” I was not only shocked by the threat but also troubled by
how someone could brazenly acknowledge such a terrible truth. The po-
lice’s apparent acceptance of this situation left me questioning their in-
volvement.

Numerous stories, events, and disappointments followed — unfortu-
nately, too many to count. However, this initial shock remained a pivotal
moment that propelled me further into activism. In a world where none of
us, whether girls or women, victims or survivors, workers or leaders, felt
truly safe, how could we possibly remain complacent?

Since then, my opposition to injustices has evolved into a form of ac-
tivism — a commitment that may not bring about rapid change in the
world but undoubtedly has the power to transform lives!
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I recall encountering such narratives for the first time

I remember the first time when I fully engaged in supporting girls and
women who had endured violence. It was in 1996, and I was employed in
the Ministry within the Women and Family Department. An organisation
had suggested my participation in training focused on combating domes-
tic violence against girls and women.

The training was facilitated by two foreign trainers. Following the par-
ticipant introductions and agenda overview, the atmosphere shifted to a
warm and friendly conversation. As the discussion gained momentum,
everyone began sharing their experiences and stories. At a certain point, |
approached one of the trainers, inquiring about her reasons for joining
this movement and the motivations behind her involvement.

At that moment, she gazed at me with her beautiful blue eyes and
shared that she had been a victim of abuse. In her early youth, she experi-
enced a traumatic incident of street violation, and initially, she had the
support of her family. However, following this ordeal, her alcoholic father
considered her as his prey. During this second instance, not only did she
lack her family’s support, but she was accused of luring men, including
her own father. What courage it took to share such a painful story! What
strength to stand up against violence!

The silence that had enveloped us all was shattered by the second
trainer, who promptly shared her story:

She grew up in a village, the eldest of four children in the family.
Sundays held a special significance for her, her family, and the entire
village community. It was a day of joy, where families dressed up for the
occasion. They gathered with fellow villagers, friends, and acquaintances,
engaging in conversations and eagerly participating in the church service,
followed by communal festivities. The church and its priest were the two
most cherished elements for all the villagers.

She recalled that on that fateful Sunday, her mother had adorned her
eldest in a special outfit and permitted her to attend church alone. She
vividly remembered being dressed in a pink dress, adorned with white
socks and shoes, her hair braided with two pink ribbons. The joy she felt
was palpable; she loved her attire, admired her appearance, and was
thrilled to visit the place that added happiness and diversity to their vil-
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lage lives. With a heart full of joy, she sprinted through the wheat fields,
traversing the path that linked her home to the village church. Her ex-
citement was fuelled by the anticipation of visiting that cherished sanctu-
ary of faith and blessing.

In her eagerness, the village priest stood before her, welcoming her
with a smile and inviting her to come closer. So, as a 7-year-old child,
filled with a sense of eternal delight, she listened to the Sunday masses
and, with hesitant steps, approached as if she were approaching God
Himself...

It didn’t take long for the priest to grasp her small hand, place it under
his robe, coercing her into engaging in inappropriate actions. She was
very young and unable to comprehend the situation unfolding before her,
as a strange and unsettling feeling engulfed her, shrouded in the unfamil-
iar and repulsive.

She recollected her escape, the hurried pace, fleeing from that place
never to return. Running away from the road she had joyfully crossed
earlier with the freedom of a 7-year-old child, she remembered her family
approaching — her mother and father, adorned with happiness. In that
moment, she harboured hatred for them all; loathing her mother for dress-
ing her up, resenting her sisters and brother for their younger innocence...

It was the day when she bore the secret of her life, the day when her
childhood was altered, the day when she matured unexpectedly and un-
willingly, the day when she felt set apart from the entire world. It was the
day that compelled her to make a decision: she would dedicate her life to
the fight against abuse towards girls and women.

I was deeply moved by her narrative. I attentively absorbed every
word and observed her actions in the subsequent days. I noticed that,
perhaps to erase the repulsive memory of being coerced to touch the male
organ of that detested priest, she always sought contact with water.

I recall encountering such narratives for the first time. It was these ac-
counts that propelled me towards what would become my lifelong com-
mitment: advocating for the rights of girls and women.
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Did I make a hasty decision?

My neighbour often experienced violence by her partner.

One day I heard screaming from her apartment. I was wondering what
to do, whether to call the police or do something myself. I decided to call
the police. I felt anger and resentment. Should I go to her apartment or
wait? I entered her apartment without thinking. What would I see?

It was gruesome. She was sitting as he hit her and pulled her hair. He
paid no attention to where he was punching her. I grabbed him in anger
and pulled him away. I felt superhuman strength and threw him away. |
watched him falling, worried whether he would hit his head on the coffee
table. I was afraid he might get hurt, asking myself what if I killed him. I
froze and stood like that for some time. The doorbell woke me up. I saw
him getting up and the police coming in. The neighbour was covered with
blood, her hair tousled. Police took our statements and took him away.

I sat down and started shaking. I was wondering if I did the right
thing. What if I killed him? Was it a hasty thing to do? Would it be better
if I waited for the police, but what if he had murdered her before the po-
lice arrived? 1 wasn’t sure. It took me a long time to realise it was the
right thing to do, and she divorced him soon after.

b 4
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Part Three: Personal Is also Political

Family lunch

It was the family lunch I will never forget. We gathered on the occa-
sion of my graduation. My family, mum, dad, and my sister, invited my
uncle and aunt, my maternal grandparents, and a few friends. My father
gave a short speech, thanking me. Mum was emotional and shed a tear
before saying anything. I did not fail them, they said, even though they
were not satisfied with my choice of profession. They saw it as “always
on the road and never at home”. Possibly, but it was exactly what I want-
ed. I loved travelling, getting to know other cultures, different people and
the world around me.

Then I briefly described the time I spent in Belgrade. I remember that
mum was crying each time I took off to Belgrade. It was very hard for
me. Studying, learning and living in Belgrade was not easy. Various
things happened. Both beautiful and ugly. Alternating. Now I don’t cry
when leaving and saying goodbye.

I got a small round of applause, and then the presents. I got different
things: books, perfumes, small things. My grandpa, a priest, gave me an
envelope with money in it. Maybe I should have opened it later by my-
self? But I opened it right away, in front of everybody. There was one red
banknote inside, of the same value as today’s red one! I knew that grand-
pa had always been fonder of my uncle and his son.

I opened the envelope and said out loud: “Thank you, grandpa, it will
be nice when you collect some more money to give your granddaughter a
decent present for graduation.”

Everyone felt uncomfortable. Mum got up with tears in her eyes, and
other guests kept sitting, looking rather astonished. It was important to
me to state my mind clearly and loudly, to stand up for myself.

And the family lunch came to its end. Nothing special, is it?
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I want to study. I want to go to the sea every year. I want
to travel

I wanted to be an archaeologist. Studying Arabic sounded good, too.
No one around studied it. Studying history also seemed interesting. It
occurred to me to study journalism as well.

First, I needed to complete high school. I chose gymnasium. “What?”
— asked my father, resting his elbows on the table. He wore a shirt with
rolled-up sleeves. The light bulb was directly above his head, and across
him was my mother, wearing black. I thought that probably some relative
had died, since mother used to wear black if someone died. We were sit-
ting around the table placed at the centre of our living room, which we
called kitchen. Father repeated: “Gymnasium? Not bad,” he continued,
“we know you like learning. But we have another problem. I am not sure
we will be able to afford it, because after completing grammar you must
go on and study at university. It would be better if you chose another
secondary school.”

“Let’s say a medical secondary school,” my mother added, “so that
you can study medicine later on and become a doctor.” My mother saw
medicine as supreme, the best possible profession. Probably because she
got to see doctors quite often. So often that I sometimes thought she liked
visiting doctors and being sick, having headaches, nauseas and vomiting.
Sometimes her stomach hurt. Mother said she had problems with her
nerves, and that’s why we had to go to Bogutovacka spa near Kraljevo
every year, where she took cold baths. I was aware that it would mean a
lot to her to have a doctor in the family.

“Yes, you could be a doctor,” confirmed my father, “why not.” I think
he would also like having a doctor around the house, even though he
wouldn’t admit it. But he sees doctors, too, because of his back pain. “If
you complete medical school, you can find a job and then study as long
as you wish, since you would have your own money. You can see we
have no money, and we have health issues, and I am really not sure we
would be able to afford your education.”

I don’t want another school, I thought while looking at them, the only
school I wanted to attend was gymnasium. Everyone is entitled to attend
the school of their choice. I want to go to gymnasium, I repeated, and
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later on I will choose the university for myself. I might become a doctor,
but I don’t think I will. I don’t know what I will be, maybe a poet, maybe
I will travel the world, I would like that, maybe a journalist, I continued.”

“It’s not exactly a good choice for a woman,” my father said, just as
my sister, aged two at the time, woke up at the couch in the corner. She
was staring at us with antennas on her head, not real ones but made of
hair, and she was laughing, so that we all forgot for a second the serious
conversation we were having.

“Hey kiddo, what would you like to be when you grow up?” I asked
her. “You have the right to be whatever you choose. Everyone should
have the right to attend the school they wish and they like, to study or not
study, and be whatever they want to be.” “Sure, son,” my father replied.
Sometimes he called me “son”. “We are glad that you want to get educat-
ed, but we wish we could afford it, too. That’s why we think you should
complete some secondary school that would enable you to find a job, and
then you could study as you wish.” “You should earn your daily bread,”
my mother stated. Both she and my father often skip the “h” and just say
‘leb, instead of hleb. (‘leb — colloquial for Aleb, bread in Serbian). “Then
it’s a different story,” mother continued. “What story?” asked my little
sister. “A different one,” said our mother and continued: “When you earn
your daily bread, it gives you freedom, that’s why we are advising you to
complete secondary school that would make you fit to find a job, earn
your salary and then study, if you wish.” Father nods his head and takes
my sister from my mother’s arms.

I am about to complete the final, eight grade of primary school Branko
Radicevi¢ in Bivolje. I know we are not rich. We are not really poor ei-
ther, but we don’t have enough money. We rarely go to the seaside for
holidays, and when we do it is thanks to the company my father works
for. He is a member of the union since it gives him a chance to buy
cheaper meat. We didn’t have the phone line until last year, or the year
before. But I have the highest grades, my class teacher praises me. I love
reading and writing. [ want to learn. I want to go to the seaside every
year. | want to travel.

In September 1976 I got enrolled in gymnasium, and in 1979 a univer-
sity that would not make me a doctor.
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I persisted, stating it as a decision I had made

Even though I’'m not certain if this was the initial instance, it was 2011
when I met a guy from my hometown. I had returned from the capital,
where I was studying, to my hometown for the winter break in December
2011. Despite the relationship being in its early stages, we were making
plans for our future together. While having coffee, the discussion extend-
ed to the topic of marriage. I had always thought that when I got married,
I would retain my parents’ last name. I refused to change my last name,
and the prospect that my partner might not accept this decision troubled
me internally.

I brought up the topic by guiding the conversation in that direction.
When [ confidently expressed my stance (that I had no intention of
changing my maiden name after marriage), I was met with two aston-
ished eyes. “It's too early to discuss that,” he remarked. Undeterred, I
persisted, stating it as a decision I had made. He abruptly ended the con-
versation, almost irritated.

Upon returning home, I revisited the same topic with my father. I be-
long to a modest family, with two parents who are not overly conserva-
tive but not very liberal either. In my household, my father was the prima-
ry breadwinner, while my practical and responsible mother shouldered
the sole responsibility for caring for the children, preparing meals, and
handling all other family-related matters.

Upon learning of my decision not to change my last name, my father
was taken aback, even though this was a matter pertaining to the future.
“Who planted these ideas in your head?”, he inquired. “You're too mod-
ern.” As for what he might think (referring to the guy I was dating), or
what he envisions for our family, only he knows. “Reflect on your
thoughts,” my father advised.

Initially, I was apprehensive about my partner’s reaction, and my fa-
ther’s words almost crushed my hope of continuing to be true to myself in
the future. The discussion about the last name did not resurface between
my partner and me since then.

In 2021, we chose to formalise our relationship and visited the Civil
Registry Offices. The matter of the last name was still significant to me,
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and I hadn’t altered my stance. At the same time, I viewed it as a beauti-
ful day for both of us, and I didn’t want to mar the joy of that occasion.

At 10 AM, at the Civil Registry, it was my partner and me, along with
our witnesses (my friend and his friend). After the routine questions that
the marriage process requires, the civil registry employee asked us if we
would take my last name, my husband’s, or each keep our own. “Each
keeps their own last name,” my husband replied. No matter how unim-
portant it might seem to someone else, I felt happy. Many changes and
new things have happened in my life in recent years, but this remained
important. My father learned that I hadn’t changed my last name about
two weeks later when I got a new passport, and he saw that my old last
name was still there. I remember he criticised me again, reminding me
that soon I would have a daughter (I was nine months pregnant), and my
daughter wouldn’t have the same last name as me. My father still
couldn’t get used to these “modern” ideas.

-
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I was determined to find a way to defend myself

Huh, when I started to stand up for myself, it was at the beginning of
my first days at work. I remember... the first days at work. I started my
first work experience during my studies. Far from my hometown. The
working environment consisted mostly of women, and a few men. After
getting to know my colleagues, I started to slowly get to know the
job. Since I come from another county, a colleague — a man, made inap-
propriate jokes about my hometown every day. It bothered me a lot. I
knew that his roots were also from the same area. Days passed; he always
did the same thing. Due to my quiet nature, I spent days looking for an
adequate way to respond to him “cleverly”. I didn’t want, because of his
behaviour, to act in the same way, I didn’t want to be like “HIM”. 1
couldn’t shout at him, and I didn’t even want to change my personality,
my worldview, ..., for his sake. But I was determined to find a way to
defend myself. I was looking for proof, I didn’t want my opposition to be
just an empty discussion. While I was looking for the necessary infor-
mation, I cheered myself up with folk proverbs, such as “the patient is
saved”, “the quiet water of the mountain sinks”, etc. During that investi-
gation of mine he still continued with his inappropriate jokes. And one
day finally, I found the necessary information. I was very happy.

I invited him to come to my desk. I showed him the document, in
which he wrote information that could confirm his real origin, that HE is
from the same region as me. I will never forget his shocked face, at one
point I even felt sorry for him. But I think that I put him in the place he
deserved and that in the future, before he tries to make inappropriate
jokes with someone again, he will think twice. That’s why I think I did
the right thing.
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I am dedicated to dismantling gender barriers and advo-
cating for equality

I can’t recall my exact age, but I was certainly no more than 6 years
old. My mom instructed me to wash my brother’s socks. I found that
request surprising. I questioned my mom about why I had to launder
socks I hadn’t worn and why my brother couldn’t wash his own. With
minimal patience but great conviction, my mom explained to me that
household chores were the responsibility of girls and women; it was their
duty to oversee hygiene, food, and all matters related to the wellbeing of
the household.

In my young mind, even after my mum’s explanation, this still didn’t
make sense. I expressed that it didn’t seem fair; I should wash my own
socks, and my brother should wash his. My mom’s patience wore thin.
She firmly stated that things were set up this way, separated and defined.
Men have different tasks and responsibilities, and women have their own.
The sooner I grasped this, the better. As long as I lived with my parents
and siblings, I would be responsible for cooking, washing, and cleaning.
When I got married, I would have to do it for my husband, children, and
my husband’s relatives.

This continued to baffle my young mind, regardless of how confident-
ly my mom explained it. I persisted with my questions: why is it like this,
who decided this, and why did they decide this way? My mom made a
final attempt to clarify the ‘natural order of things’ with the phrase
“Enough with the talk and questions; when you grow up, you'll under-
stand. Now go and do what I told you.”

I ceased the questioning and informed my mum that I wouldn’t wash
my brother’s socks; if he wanted them clean, he could do it himself or
give them to someone else — I wouldn't do it. The conversation with my
mom concluded with a practical lesson, employing the method of ‘if you
don’t understand nicely, you'll understand the hard way’.

Back then, I didn’t realise this would be my initial encounter, and cer-
tainly not the last, with my predetermined, incomprehensible, and unjust
role in the society. I have encountered various injustices, and today, I am
dedicated to dismantling gender barriers and advocating for equality.
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I made a firm decision not to continue living in such cir-
cumstances

On an ordinary day, much like any other, when I was just 9 years old,
my father approached me with anger, exhibiting the fanaticism that had
already defined him for many years. He instructed me not to wear blouses
with belts anymore because it looked inappropriate, and I had started to
develop like all girls my age. Due to certain customs in our Roma family,
combined with the upbringing in a conservative environment, my father
possessed an aggressive temperament, denying us the chance to fully
enjoy and experience our childhood.

As always, my father’s word was law at home, and I didn’t resist be-
cause I thought of my mother, who was frequently subjected to physical
abuse by my father “because of my behaviour” that he disapproved of.
Such incidents were commonplace in my family; this defined my child-
hood, though it hardly resembled one. These experiences instilled in me a
deep sense of resentment, and despite numerous struggles and sacrifices,
I managed to complete compulsory basic education. Amidst this challeng-
ing way of life and my parents’ eventual separation, I found myself com-
pelled to take care of my younger brother and sister.

Despite constantly confronting the difficulties and sacrifices that life
threw my way, I made a firm decision not to continue living in such cir-
cumstances. I set a personal goal to persist and complete my education.
Additionally, I aspired to support my sister and brother so that they could
finish their education, like me. I envisioned a different life for us, one that
wouldn’t echo our own story or that of our parents, who, by not setting
the best examples, had tempered aspirations for many aspects of my life.

An internal struggle constantly haunted me, leading me to resist the
challenges I faced and not give up in the face of adversity. Upon success-
fully completing high school, I faced a one-year hiatus, staying at home
due to a lack of economic means to attend university and a lack of infor-
mation on where to seek assistance.

Randomly searching on social networks for people with similar expe-
riences, whom I hadn’t even met, I stumbled upon posts on Facebook
related to an informal group of students advocating for the rights of the
Roma and Egyptian community in Albania.
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I initiated contact with them, sharing similar life stories, and subse-
quently joined that group. This association marked a turning point in my
life, as I was no longer alone in my struggle against discrimination and
my endeavours to progress forward.

After a period of time, I secured the opportunity to study social sci-
ences. I successfully completed my studies in sociology, and a substantial
portion of my time is now devoted to activism, focusing on the protection
of human rights and advocating for greater rights for women and girls in
our country, particularly those from the Roma and Egyptian communities.

\‘;
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Every single day, I tried to engage myself in different ac-
tivities

An unforgettable day, which 1 wish never to happen again. It was
March and I was eagerly waiting for my health to take a new direction
and improve. I continued living with pain, but I could not find the
strength to start health checks and examinations. Days, hours, weeks, and
months passed, but I continued to carry something that was killing me
every day. I decided to start medical checkups even though I didn’t want
to do it. However, in the first mammogram examination, I discovered the
part that had been bothering me for almost more than a year. And the
result turned out just as I thought. I had breast cancer. I thought that my
life would end there and there was no more hope.

All the time I tried to save my family and friends from pain, but the
moment came when I decided to undergo the operation. I made the deci-
sion that I began to think was right, even though I was afraid.

For me, the operation was an assurance that the pain would stop, but
two days after the operation, I realised that I had a breast tumour in my
body. And this is not where my story of health recovery ends. After 5
months from the first operation, I underwent another operation on the
other breast.

My emotional state was already getting worse because the moments |
was going through were quite difficult.

Every single day I tried to engage myself with different activities in
order not to sadden my family or relatives and overcome this disease.

So, I decided to stick to what I thought was right because I never gave
up, regardless of the despairing news we get when someone finds out
they have this disease. But fate wanted me to be surrounded by love, fam-
ily, friends, colleagues, and I passed this part more easily than I had im-
agined. There is nothing more difficult than delve deep in memories to
write a story about such a sensitive part of my life. | wish this is where
the story ends and I get to enjoy full health.
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I took the first step towards my independence

My parents were on a vacation in Istanbul and the children were under
the care of my grandmother. We were all at a young age, from the eldest
brother who was 18, the second 16, I was 14, my sister 12 and so on.

It was a summer night, and there was a wedding in the neighbourhood,
because in my youth, brides were taken in late evenings. My sister and I,
as young girls, asked our grandmother to allow us to stay outside and
wait for the bride to arrive, and the grandmother allowed us. All the girls
of the neighbourhood used to hang out together and have fun. Meanwhile,
one of them invited us to tea and we went.

We drank tea, had our conversations and laughter of youth. We simply
had so much fun! Suddenly the second brother comes and asks me and
my sister to go home. I, as the eldest, refused and told him that we had
permission from our grandmother, but my brother, as he was older than
both of us and at the age of puberty with a tendency to look grown-up and
authoritative, insisted we go home right away!

My sister left first and I followed her, telling my brother that I would
tell my grandmother and my father when he returned that he was taking
us forcefully! The three of us went home and I told my grandmother what
had happened.

The grandmother didn’t want to create any more disagreements, she
didn’t allow us to go to our friend’s, but she promised us that when the
bride comes, we would go out together to see the bride and watch the
wedding, and that’s how it happened.

However, I didn’t forget as soon as my parents came from vacation to
tell my father about this story and how unfair my brother was to us and
how bad I felt in front of my friends! Then the father decided and forbade
my brothers to do this again and told them that no one was responsible
for the girls except him and no one needed to hold them accountable.

Therefore, this was the first time I took the first step towards my inde-
pendence and rejection of any kind of injustice throughout my life.
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Not every decision we make may be right

It was 28 November, 2015 when I broke down spiritually, where the
life I was living turned out to be the biggest lic I had made myself be-
lieve. I had already become the mother of two wonderful children and in
my head, I believed that I had a perfect family, but all this was extin-
guished by a call I received from my friend who worked at the R. T. hos-
pital, after the news I received I was shocked, the news that destroyed
every molecule I had, destroyed every dream of mine, for a bright future
for me and my children.

My now ex-husband, went to the hospital to attend his girlfriend’s
abortion. At that moment I would have rather died, it would have been
easier for me, I got into the car and went straight to him, to ask him
“why?!”.

I went and opened the door where he was and I didn’t have the
strength to ask him “why”, but tears just flowed from my eyes and I
couldn’t look at him any longer. I slammed the door shut.

He came out from behind and said, “Stop, it's not what it seems!” But
I didn't stop. I went home without listening to his unscrupulous excuses.
Night came and I knew I had to face what had happened anyway. He also
came back home since he had not come until that time under the pretext
that I needed to calm down. The moment I saw him, I had no tears left, no
percentage of strength and no feeling of love.

I looked into his eyes and asked: “When did you start cheating on
me?!” — he began with the statement “It is not as you saw it”. I said:
“Please, if you fear God, tell me the truth.” He told me: “Promise me that
you won't leave me.” — I said: “Tell me and then we’ll see.” And he be-
gan: “During the time you weren’t here.” I said "Why?!", he told me:
“We are men, and men need a woman,” — I said: “"Okay!” He asked me
again: “Will you leave me?” I told him, “I’ll think about it and will let
you know”.

He left the room, I remained in the darkness of the room thinking
about what I should do, since I don’t make any decisions while I am sad.
I went out to the balcony, looked up at the sky and asked myself what I
had done wrong, after all the sacrifices I had made for him, I did not de-
serve this, because | guarded my family with a lot of dedication, respect
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and a lot of jealousy and I used to brag about him being the most loyal
man. A pain gripped my soul, I started to cry again as my mind went to
my children, the newborn son of nine months and the daughter who
would have been two years old in December. I took a deep breath and
said, I will sacrifice myself for them since every child deserves to be
raised by two parents, I decided to stay and this was the moment that for
the first time I stood up for what I thought was right.

Not every decision we take may be right, since after many promises
he made me that he would not cheat again, after six years he did it again,
and from the moment that I discovered the next betrayal I decided to sep-
arate from him forever.

“Betrayal in marriage is like a crack in a precious vase, even if it is
mended, the scars remain there forever”.

: 4
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I have long been used to the pain

A difficult period to think about, but even more difficult to experience.

Sometimes life is so merciless that it breaks down even the most beau-
tiful dream.

In life, even dreams cost. Being a woman costs. Yes, it is expensive,
but not in terms of material value, but it takes strength and power, it takes
sacrifice. But still being a woman is a blessing.

It was an unforgettable winter, cold and quite hard. January 2016. To-
gether with my full belly, with a life that was breathing inside me, I wan-
dered the corridors of the hospital, looking for solutions to make my
dream come alive, to make it alive.

A dream that I had been pursuing for five years, a voiceless prayer
every time a heard a child’s voice, and an unshed tear even when I saw
diapers being sold in the shelves of supermarkets.

A new life was growing inside me that the doctors did not give me
hope that it would come to life.

The bitter cold winter of 2016 was a winter to remember. An old, grey,
petrol-fuelled car that often barely cranked up, left the divided city of
Mitrovica to the capital, supposedly because medicine was more ad-
vanced there. Even though he looked strong, I saw how the tears betrayed
my husband that day when he handed me over to the doctors and signed
the mandatory termination of my pregnancy, that lifelong dream.

I had to give birth prematurely supposedly for my own good because
the foetus growing inside me was not developing.

What a cruel life!

It also wanted to take that which belonged to me.

A cold operating room, big and clean. This hospital seems to be a
slaughterhouse!

“Sit straight, madam, I have to do the anaesthesia,” the doctor ad-
dressed me in a thick voice. Some nurses were drawing on my belly and
another doctor was cutting me with a scalpel. “Are you in pain?”, they
asked me. “Pain?!”,I said. “Why, will you stop cutting my belly if I tell
you ‘no’,” I burst into tears. I have long been used to the pain, back then
when you put me in this hospital bed, when you told me that you wanted
to destroy my dream and accused me that [ was to blame because my

56



foetus had stopped growing in my womb, even though he was moving
and he was still breathing.Do you have any idea how I have preserved
this dream, how much I have taken care of it and how well I ate. You
doctors, who stick your noses into God’s work!

For God’s sake leave me alone since you have no idea about the pain!
As my tears flowed and I silently made accusations, some children’s cries
were heard there.

“Can you hear your baby?!”, a nurse addressed me and interrupted my
accusations.

It was 9:50.

Yes, on that cold January day! God created a miracle, that even the
scale could not show the correct weight. “1,100 grams. No, no 1200
grams”, sometimes one nurse spoke and sometimes another one. “Is it my
baby?”, 1 asked them. “Yes dear, it’s your baby!” “Oh, for God’s sake,
does he have two hands and two legs on his body?”, I asked them. “Yes,
he is a child like all other children, except for the small weight.”

Oh, my lifelong dream. They wanted to tear you in half, you, miracle
of mine.

A glass box, inside of which you are growing. White liquid passed and
penetrated into your stomach through a white tube in your mouth. You
were alive!
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I decided that I had the ability to create my own reality

I wake up early in the morning, take a shower, have my breakfast and
get ready for work. I start organising my day through a to-do list and I
realise I am about to work until late at night. Then at night I again have to
prepare something related to work on the next day. One of my jobs is
from home and the other one outside. This is how every single day looks
like, from Monday to Sunday, full of things to do but nothing related to
socialising or hanging out with people you like. It seems like routine kills
the curiosity and the will to create something new. Many days, months,
and years go by with the same routine. Each day I start complaining that I
can’t live like this and work like this because it’s not healthy for me. 1
can’t even get a few rays of sunlight during the day but still I continue
working and following the same routine. In time, my day lights up to the
point where I have nothing to do but take care of myself. I found the first
month very good and interesting because I could go outside, enjoy the
sunshine, cook, rearrange things in my house, have more time to stay
with my family and relatives and I really enjoyed it. The second month
came, yet [ had not found any profitable job. I filled out applications eve-
ry day, but nothing was working.

Another four months passed, and I could not find a job again. I filled
out applications every day, but nothing was working. Another four
months passed, and I could not find a job. I started thinking I was worth-
less not being able to find a job that suited my background. Then, I
reached the point where [ wasn’t going out to get sunshine anymore and I
had all the time in the world to do so. I wasn’t hanging out with people
because everyone I met had the same question: “Are you not working?
Haven’t you found a job yet?” And these words only increased my sad-
ness about myself more and more.

Anyway, | was trying to read something positive, see the things
around me that we take for granted and be thankful for the blessings that I
already had. I began to understand that I am smart, I am creative, I can
create whatever [ want with my mind and my hands. I began to be more
grateful for my health and the gift of being alive. I started to see that [ am
surrounded by good people because I was no longer focusing on the
negative sides of people or things. So, I decided that I have the ability to
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create my own reality by deciding every day what approach I will have to
challenges or problems. Therefore, I started doing what I thought was
right for me without listening to the opinions of others.

When I reached the point where I was at peace with myself, many
doors began to open, new jobs, new opportunities, new friendships, and
many things that I didn’t even expect to have. Therefore, when you put
yourself first and take care of yourself as if you were taking care of your
child, you will be able to exceed your limits and achieve what you want.
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I like getting dressed like this and I will continue to do so

As a teenager during the 1960s and 1970s, Twiggy was known as a
famous fashion model. An English model, extremely thin. At this exact
time thin models came out.

My elder sister was about to start her university studies, the first uni-
versity student in the family, whereas I was still in high school. My father
was a pedagogue who had the gift of communication, all the children in
the family loved him for this. We had this house of the old Turkish style,
and a large courtyard for a city house, of course, divided somehow into
two parts. The house was in the upper part of the courtyard with a balco-
ny and connected by five stairs if I am not mistaken with the other part of
the yard. The stairs are made of stones, slates, flat stones.

One day before my sister left for studies in P, where she had just taken
an apartment with a friend to live in, my father called me and her and the
three of us sat down on the stairs. It seems to me as if it happened today
such a clear image | have of that talk. He started to talk to my sister,
somehow giving her “lectures" about the new life she was about to start
as a student, how she might have difficulties, encountering the unknown,
people from different places, different personalities, etc.

Meanwhile, he turns to me and asks me why I had such short dresses,
wasn’t it time to get them a little longer now that I was in high school, he
also told me to look at how well my sister dressed. My sister wore dresses
above the knee, but not as short as mine. I always used to wear really
short skirts and I liked them, they made me feel so good about myself,
and for the first time I talked back to my dad that time: “I like dressing
like this and I will continue to do so”. He was surprised and remained
silent. But the older sister answered for both of us, “Father, I believe that
in a short while she will become aware of it and start wearing longer
dresses.” And the conversation ended there. It goes without saying that I
did not feel well talking to my father like that, a father to whom I was
“daddy’s girl" as they used to call me in the family.

The years passed quickly, and I started my studies in P. I was a student
of the Technical Faculty. I liked mathematics and physics very much and
that’s how I decided to study electrical engineering.
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Most of the lectures were held in the amphitheatre. Very few girls
studied at the technical faculty, they were considered common profes-
sions for boys, so there were very few girls in the group. One day the
lectures were over and we stood up.

When I stood up, my colleagues in the hall started whistling. Even
though I usually wore jeans in the amphitheatre, girls rarely wore jeans at
that time, but thanks to my older brother, I always had jeans, they brought
them from Italy. That day I was wearing a pretty short blue polka dot
skirt.

Then I remembered my father and his words. And from that day
Twiggy was replaced by Chanel. I didn’t do it because I was forced to do
so but I really didn’t feel good about myself. There is a wise saying
“when in Rome do as the Romans do”. In fact, after 1975, the midi-length
began to be trendy and I joined the trend.

So, my dressing style changed. No, I didn’t do it because of my fa-
ther’s opposition, even though my respect for him was extraordinary, |
believe that each one of us has respect for their parents. I think that’s
when feminism prevailed in me, and I decided to stand up for myself.
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A surge of rebellion welled up within me, urging me to re-
act

It was 1993! I remember, I had just turned 18 years old, and like all
young people in their final year of high school, I had to decide which
university major to pursue. With commendable academic achievements
throughout my time as a pupil, I found myself with multiple options to
consider. Pursuing further education was limited to the capital city, as
there was no university available in my hometown. Even if there had
been a university in the town where I resided, I had already made the
decision to venture to the capital because living there had been a long-
standing dream of mine. Although my parents didn’t completely agree
with the branch I had chosen, Social Work, they always supported me in
continuing my studies, regardless of the location.

I recall that during that era, the overall situation in the country was po-
litically unstable as it was transitioning from a totalitarian system to a
democratic one. The landscape was marked by numerous protests, violent
events, and social unrest. As the eldest among two sisters, and given the
prevalent public insecurity, my parents were more protective than usual.
Nevertheless, in the midst of these challenges, they consistently encour-
aged us to become independent, study, pursue higher education, become
independent in life and stay safe. The decision to continue higher educa-
tion wasn’t a matter of debate but a practical choice that brought joy to
me and my family.

Emerging from a modest family and community life during the com-
munist period, the influence of strong family ties remained pronounced.
Despite the advent of a new and unfamiliar system, these robust family
bonds endured. Families continued to be open to relatives and extended
networks, welcoming visits from friends and kin. Discussions revolved
around everything related to family life, problems, and challenges. Dur-
ing visits from friends and relatives, we, the girls of the family, were not
much involved, and our participation in discussions was sporadic.

During that pivotal moment when we were deliberating my university
major within the family (the decision to attend university was already
established), a relative paid a visit. As was customary, the ritual of discus-
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sions unfolded. The topic at hand was my forthcoming studies, and with
pride, my parents shared details about my chosen branch.

In a surprising turn, my relative, listening intently, questioned my fa-
ther about the feasibility of sending his daughter to the capital to live and
pursue education independently in the current situation. He expressed
concern, noting that he had never contemplated sending a girl to another
city. According to him, allowing a girl to live alone was deemed risky,
with the potential for undesirable consequences in her life, which might
overshadow any intended benefits.

I vividly recall the moment when my parents, momentarily stunned,
seemed unprepared for someone, no matter how close, to intervene and
express such thoughts. A momentary silence lingered. Seated on the
couch, I began to feel uneasy hearing those words. A surge of rebellion
welled up within me, urging me to react. Despite our frequent discussions
with my parents and our social circle, I lacked the experience to confront
and discuss matters I deemed unjust, especially with individuals older
than myself. I wanted to react! My eyes remained fixed on my parents,
conveying my silent rebellion. In that crucial moment, my father re-
sponded with kindness, asserting that such thinking was profoundly
flawed. He emphasised that education is the rightful path for the future of
children, regardless of gender, and no parents, when capable of support-
ing their children, should obstruct this journey, as it significantly influ-
ences their future. I felt a sense of gratification as my father gave voice to
my thoughts, and the rebellion within me had found expression.

As the discussion persisted, my relative, seeking to bolster his per-
spective, shared stories he had heard. These anecdotes painted a picture
where girls, living alone in another city under similar circumstances, had
purportedly changed their lifestyles, etc. Unable to remain silent any
longer, I interjected, asserting that such undesirable scenarios were un-
likely to happen to girls who were raised with values and encouraged to
grow up with integrity. I voiced my disagreement with this opinion, em-
phasising that my parents had instilled confidence in me and nurtured my
wellbeing. I assured them that I would make them proud through my
personal development.

At that moment, it felt as though I was conversing with someone who,
much like my parents, was a parent himself. I knew he had raised chil-
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dren, both girls and boys, albeit younger than me. While acknowledging
him as a good parent, it didn’t sit well with me that opportunities in life
should be unequal for girls simply because they are perceived as more
“fragile”. Despite this, I believed it was not the time to remain silent; it
was time to react. Perhaps I wanted to demonstrate to my parents that I
took pride in their support, which only made me stronger.

My relative, sensing the discomfort, began to justify himself, clarify-
ing that he hadn’t intended to pass judgment but only to share what he
had heard and his perspective. He admitted that he wouldn’t entertain
such a thought for his daughter but only for his son, asserting that, in his
view, boys navigate better in this “time of turmoil”.

Despite our efforts to sway his perspective during his entire visit, there
was no apparent shift in his mindset concerning equality between girls
and boys in education and pursuing their dreams. Nevertheless, the dis-
cussion, etched in my memory, represented a significant step forward in
standing up for what I believe is right.
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What did participants say about the project?

X

,» The workshop was something special for me, self-knowledge or a re-
turn to myself. It was as if I kept that story somewhere under closed lids,
somewhere deep in unopened and sketchy pictures. It's as if I didn't rec-
ognise their value for myself until that day. When the story came out of
me, [ realised how much relief it is when you lift your eyelids, look
around you, and see the women there, their eyes fixed on you, listening
silently, absorbing your every word. The explosion of emotions filled me
and the space around me. I wanted someone to hug me and nothing more.
The tears flowed, the throat tightened, and the dumpling pressed the
stomach but also brought relief.

I had a unique feeling of belonging to that story, me as the heroine of
that story because when [ said it out loud, listening to myself, barely rec-
ognising my voice, I felt exactly like the heroine of that day at that mo-
ment.

We need to tell our stories and remember and cherish those memories
of ours. To share them, to listen, hug and support each other.

Always with you in new stories and new memories!”

X

1 found it very interesting. I learned that women's solidarity is im-
portant and inspiring for the future. It was very important for me to hear
other stories. 1 felt fear, and it was also important to me that I helped
someone. The hardest thing for me was listening to those stories and tell-
ing my own. The best thing is that every woman opened up and sympa-
thised with the other stories. I would participate and suggest a continua-
tion.”

65



,» The workshop allowed me to share something I have yet to discuss,
even though many years have passed since that event. I learned that eve-
rything is much easier when what you keep in yourself burdens you
somewhere, share it with those who will not interpret, judge, evaluate, or
advise like you could have done it differently. I experienced relief and was
glad that the other participants listened to my story with great attention,
which gave me the impression that my story was important to them—a
pleasant atmosphere, mutual understanding, and support clearly visible
in all the participants’ eyes.

I'would always participate in a workshop like this again.”

X

., For me, the workshop was about documenting activist experiences. |
learned to respect the existence of women's voices about different experi-
ences, resistance, and struggles for others' rights. I experienced an emo-
tional memory of the events that shaped me. Listening to other stories and
understanding different perspectives and emotions, 1 felt excited, curious,
and empathetic. It was the best listening to other stories. Set aside time
just for writing and listening. I am delighted with this method explaining
how it is done and why. I want the project to continue and include more
women from more countries. This way, the activist experiences of differ-
ent women from the region are considered.”

X

., For me, the project and workshop were new approaches towards col-
lecting memories and keeping them alive and known to the public.
Through the stories, I was able to experience joy, sadness, empowerment,
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stress and relief. The most challenging part for me was choosing the ap-
propriate story.

What was the best was listening to all the experiences of other partici-
pants. I would love to have such a workshop again since I enjoyed ex-
pressing my deepest thoughts.”

,» The project and workshop have been inspiring, intriguing and enter-
taining, returning to a specific time and moment. [ learned something
about my conscience, but I didn't regret it and didn't even show it to my-
self. It was necessary at a particular moment, which made a turning point
in my life in building my personality. 1 experienced satisfaction and so-
cialisation with the participants, which I may not have known. What was
the most difficult for me? There was no difficulty, it could be the chal-
lenge of choosing the moment, choosing the story of life. What was the
best for me? We shared pleasant, sad, and intense moments when we read
the stories. I would happily participate in such workshops, not just once
but every time.”

., The project and the workshop were experiences that made me think
about myself and my experience in life by reflecting in writing. I experi-
enced many mixed emotions. It was an experience that evoked diverse
memories, which sometimes brought pleasure, sadness, dedication, and
inspiration... The most challenging thing was how to start writing about
an event that has remained in my memory and has not been erased.
Memory which began with a challenge but ended with the realisation of
my initiatives. The best for me was when the story was read in front of a
large group and appreciated with applause. Of course, I would partici-
pate because I have experienced various events in my life and would like
to share them with others.”
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., The project was something new, exciting, and different from the pre-
vious workshops and projects I had encountered. I had the opportunity to
meet the experiences of other women from whom [ learned how to be
stronger and face problems. Through reading the stories, 1 remembered
some similar experiences that I had encountered during my life; I went
through fear, anxiety, hope and happiness again. I felt that I was not
alone, that there were many women with different problems and that eve-
ry problem and situation could be solved. The most difficult for me was
listening to the experiences of women who encountered violence.

The best things that came from this workshop were the smiles and
happiness of the participants after reading their harrowing stories. |
would be thrilled to be part of this workshop again.”

X

., The workshop “Our Stories” was an excellent opportunity to reflect
on my memory. It sent me back to the day I decided to stand up for a
cause that is of great importance to me. I experienced different emotions
during the workshop, starting from appreciation, sadness and laughter.
Events like those experienced at the workshop “Our Stories” are person-
al and emotional. I felt valued by the organiser for selecting me as one of
the workshop participants. The best moment was when the stories were
read since each told a piece of a lifetime experience, which I heard for
the first time. I would gladly participate in a workshop like this again.”
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1t was a pleasant experience to be in a group of powerful women. [
learned about other women's experiences and how they overcame their
challenges. I felt relieved, motivated and inspired by listening to various
stories. The most challenging thing for me was sharing my story and not
feeling judged for my decisions. However, I realised that it was the safest
place to be. I made new friends, and the whole experience felt like a ther-
apy session where we shared our deepest feelings. I would love to have
such workshops and, more often, to create a group of people who would
like to share stories and create a bond where we support and listen care-

fully to one another.”
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