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Abstract

While the NGO-ization paradigm helped explain the institutionalization, 
professionalization, and bureaucratization of feminist movements around 
the world, from the late 80s and early 90s on, by focusing on the most visi-
ble actors, it often concealed the multiplicity of feminisms and their inter-
nal heterogeneity. By looking at the institutionalization of feminism in Ro-
mania through decolonial lenses, this essay aims to understand some of 
the transnational processes that have been overlooked or curtailed within 
the NGO-ization literature, the mechanisms through which certain forms 
of feminist knowledge and practice became hegemonic and institutional-
ized, and some of their consequences. The essay argues that the travelling 
and crossings, initiated by those excluded through these processes and 
who inhabit liminal, in-between spaces, contributed to making visible 
multiple worlds of sense towards a pluralist feminism, opening the pos-
sibility to build deep coalitions by engaging in complex communication.
 

Introduction

After feminist activists gained access to politics through official channels, 
scholars argued that there was a shift in movements’ organization and 
tactics, from horizontal autonomous collectives engaging in disruptive 

actions to professional NGOs advancing the movement’s goals through lobby 
and advocacy. The emergence of a global gender equality regime, under the 
influence of supranational institutions, supported the consolidation of state 
feminism as a new mode of governance based on the alliance between gender 
policy agencies and feminist movement activists. Due to demanding account-
ability mechanisms, the financial costs to build up professional organizations 
to become stable dialogue partners of the state or international organizations 
entailed donor dependency and increased bureaucratization. These transfor-
mations have been theoretically discussed and empirically analysed under the 
NGO-ization paradigm. As a process, NGO-ization has been negatively evalu-
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ated as entailing depoliticization, demobilization, and co-optation of feminist 
movements. Although NGO-ization as a process has been identified in differ-
ent parts of the world, as part of global neoliberal governance, in the European 
semi-periphery, it was associated with transition and sometimes EU accession 
and, in the Global South, with development and structural adjustment pro-
grammes. In Eastern Europe, scholars claimed that social movements under-
went an early institutionalization within the democratization process and un-
der the influence of funds available to NGOs (Della Porta and Diani 2006, 246).

A polarized scholarly debate emerged, with normative conceptualiza-
tions of NGOs, between the neoliberal imperial evil and the savers of human-
ity (Grewal in Roy 2017). While the NGO-ization theory helped explain the 
widespread adoption of the NGO as the common organizational form within 
feminist movements or the latter’s institutionalization, professionalization, 
and bureaucratisation, by focusing on the most visible actors, it often equated 
feminist movements with NGOs for equality between men and women. This 
concealed the multiplicity of actors and feminisms and their internal hetero-
geneity, who sometimes co-exist at ease, sometimes in tension, at times col-
laborating through coalitions, at others pursuing disjoint strategies. Further-
more, enclosed in the post-Cold War hegemonic discourse, the NGO-ization 
paradigm discarded the contributions of left-wing and state-socialist wom-
en’s organizations acting internationally to the institutionalization of a trans-
national feminism and gender equality regime. In post-socialist countries, 
this overlapped with the anti-communist backlash in public discourses, en-
hancing the view of progressive neoliberalism (Fraser 2016) as the only op-
tion. In this context, I argue that a decolonial analytic helps rectify the existing 
knowledge about the last decades’ transformations of feminist movements, 
concerning their institutionalization and NGO-ization, by acknowledging 
and understanding some transnational processes that have been overlooked 
or curtailed within the NGO-ization literature and the mechanisms through 
which it has been possible to do so. By investigating the institutionalization 
of feminism in Romania – an empirical case study, this paper seeks to disen-
tangle the processes through which certain forms of feminist knowledge and 
practice became hegemonic and institutionalized. What role did the imperi-
al and colonial differences play in shaping feminism in Romania after 1989? 
What were the bases for the constitution of a hegemonic feminist subject 
rendered universal? What were the gendered consequences, tensions, exclu-
sions, and resistances of this process? What challenges did this pose in terms 
of coalitional politics? How can they be overcome?

In what follows, after providing a brief overview of the NGO-ization nar-
rative, I will explain how decolonial theories can help to fill in some gaps in 
the feminist movement literature. Subsequently, I will analyse the institution-
alization of feminism in Romania and the development of a “catching-up” with 
modernity and the lost feminist wave narrative that paved the way for the 
consolidation of liberal feminism as the mainstream form. Further on, I will 
explore what was overlooked through the constitution of a hegemonic form 
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of feminism. Lastly, I will investigate the processes of travelling and crossings 
between different actors, feminisms, and across movements and the way they 
contributed to shattering the hegemony of universalist forms of feminism, 
paving the way towards deep coalitions.

How can a decolonial feminist perspective help? 
Decolonial theories question the global hegemonic model of knowledge 

based on the European historical experience (Escobar 2007, 218), allowing to 
bring forward illegitimate knowledge by delinking from racist epistemology, 
locating theory in the geopolitics and body-politics of knowledge (Tlostanova 
2010, 35; Mignolo and Tlostanova 2009). While its development was most of-
ten linked with Latin American scholars, decolonial theories were embraced 
by other academics at the (semi)-periphery as a response to the violence of 
the imperial/territorial epistemology and the rhetoric of salvation and to the 
colonial and imperial differences that imposed hegemonic discourses on peo-
ple classified as inferior, whose knowledge was rejected (Tlostanova 2010, 
26). Accordingly, contributions from Eastern European (Țichindeleanu 2010; 
Boatcă 2010) and decolonial feminist scholars (Lugones 2007; Marcos 2006; 
Schiwy 2007) allowed us to move beyond the totalizing frameworks that char-
acterized foundational decolonial authors (Karkov and Valiavicharska 2018).

A decolonial perspective on the institutionalization of feminism in Ro-
mania aims to de-link from the post-Cold War hegemonic discourse that ar-
ticulated a symbiotic relationship between free-market capitalism and liberal 
democracy, channeling the public reflection in terms of transition, democrati-
zation, and the build-up of civil society. This imaginary allowed post-socialist 
states to be included in the linear history paradigms and epistemes and “catch 
up” with the progress towards modernity – interrupted by state-socialist re-
gimes, marked as a history’s deviance. The consolidation of such an imagi-
nary is related to the external imperial difference established by the West, 
vis-a-vis Eastern Europe – as an aspirant and mere reproducer of Europe’s 
modernity’s stages (Boatcă 2015, 136–137) and the internal colonial differ-
ence, established within the nation states, by Romania, vis-à-vis the internal 
Other, the Romani people.

The interplay between the post-Cold War hegemonic discourse and the 
imperial and colonial difference had at least two consequences in terms of dis-
cursive opportunities in Romania: (1) the constitution of an anti-communist 
backlash (Ban 2015) and the discursive privatization of social restructuring 
and displacement (Hemment 2014: 139) that depoliticized the economic and 
(2) the attribution – through (institutionalized) racism, of the socio-econom-
ic disadvantages to the Roma minority, further depoliticizing the economic 
aspects their oppression (Vincze 2016). These shaped the conditions for the 
kind of feminism that became institutionalized after 1989.

Catching up with modernity reverberated in catching up with the “lost” 
feminist wave  – the second wave in Europe, “interrupted” by the state-so-



Feminist Critique 7, 2026
A

rti
cl

e
10

cialist regime. Facilitated by the Cold War legacy, the international feminist 
contributions from the European East, the newly independent states of Asia 
and Africa, after World War II until the fall of the state socialist regimes, were 
boxed as highly politicized – meaning communist, instrumentalizing wom-
en’s issues to serve the Communist Party (Popa 2009), opposed to the pre-
sumed political neutrality of their western counterparts and discarded in 
the literature (De Haan 2010). Similarly, Romanian historiography ignores, 
for example, that the proposal made to the UN Commission on the Status of 
Women to organize a WCW came from a delegate from state-socialist Ro-
mania (Fraser 1987, 17) and described the state-socialist period as lacking 
feminism.

These historical omissions inform about the mechanisms through which 
the Western feminist subject was rendered universal, but also for the sub-
jects who were excluded and the historical experiences that were erased or 
rendered invisible (Vergès 2017; De Haan 2010). De-centering from the he-
gemonic history and knowledge, decolonial feminist scholars challenged the 
universality of the white feminist subject based on a presumed commonality 
of women’s experiences. They showed how the production of race is integral 
to the production of gender – the gender system being racially differentiated 
(Lugones 2010, 748). As the Western heterosexist dimorphous gender con-
struction only applied to humans, and since the colonized and the enslaved 
peoples were denied humanity, they were also denied gender (Lugones 
2010). Analysing gender as a principle of organization of societies is not the 
object of this paper, but rather understanding how this conception of gender 
brought by the modern/colonial capitalist system – the coloniality of gender, 
made gender a sign of belonging to humanity, echoing Sojourner Truth’s 1851 
speech – “Ain’t I a woman?”, at Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio. 
What one could take from Lugones’ claim that “gender is irrevocably white, 
European, and modern” (2020, 45) is not the denial of gender as an organis-
ing principle of societies1 but a focus on the exclusions and erasures based on 
which it was built.

The centuries of Romani slavery and the Romani Holocaust – Porajmos, 
their absence from the history and collective memory reinforce the process-
es of universalization and homogenization within nation-states, along with 
today’s marginalization through racialization processes that associate “the 
Romani with the “East-European poverty” and patriarchal ideologies (Vincze 
2019) and the perpetuation of stereotypes that exoticize and dehumanize 
them (Costache 2019). As Vincze (2019, 128) argued, today’s racism against 
the Roma “has the role to protect an authentic Europe from the ‘invasion’ 
of poor populations, symbols of primitivism, from second-hand Europe”. As 
a gendered phenomenon, racism manifested and still does today through 
forced sterilization and hate speech inciting it (Gheorghe 2019).

1 Lugones argues that gender as an organising principle of societies should be investigated 
rather than taken for granted in research.
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Lastly, decolonial feminism moves beyond critiquing unitary homoge-
nous feminism that consolidated the white middle-class woman subject. It 
gives some keys to understanding how people have been constructed as sep-
arate and argues that engaging in coalitional crossings might foster new resis-
tant practices, echoing Johnson Reagon’s (1983) imperative of coalitions as a 
question of survival of those at the margins. Against an abstract unitary self 
and cohesive feminist movement, Western and white, decolonial feminism re-
veals multiplicities and erasures, not fragmentation, arguing for pluriversal-
ity – not additive, but conflictual, posing contested narratives and imagining 
new liberatory paths, epistemologically and in practice, through deep coali-
tions. Liberation can be radically imagined from the fractured locus (multiple 
and contradictory) outside the hegemonic single world of sense that conceals 
the others (Alcoff 2020, 208).

Decolonial feminism opens the possibility to imagine different worlds 
from the fractured locus of coloniality2 by cultivating sensibilities, imaginar-
ies, and desires that would reveal multiple worlds of sense, not in the additive 
logic of sharing – making space within the single hegemonic framework, but 
conflictual pluralities, outside the dominant worlds of sense. Its liberatory 
prospect is to be found in the shift from the harmful effects of the modern/
colonial capitalist system to potentialities nurtured through decolonial imag-
inaries that change the way liberation can be defined (Alcoff 2020, 208). 
Working against homogenizing tendencies and universalisms by giving up 
the quest for grand narratives, decolonial feminism argues that deep coali-
tions among those excluded from the mainstream power and status can be 
achieved by crossing to other worlds and engaging in complex communica-
tion with Others with responsibility and humility.

Engaging in crossings and complex communication does not guarantee 
the success of creating deep coalitions, as they are difficult practices that 
might involve painful confrontations, rejections, losses and discomfort (Ro-
shanravan 2020), sadness, and anger when acknowledging the difficulties 
of working across oppressions as “we are separate in difficult-to-overcome 
ways” (Lugones 2003, 115), but it contains the possibility. The unwillingness 
to give up and the motivation to engage with others to explore non-dominant 
differences stems from “the possibility for the broken or betrayed relation to 
transforming into a loving connection that motivates the tremendous efforts 
to resist coloniality’s ingrained epistemological habits that erase or distort 
that which exceeds dominant cultural logics” (Roshanravan 2020, 130).

The institutionalisation of feminism in Romania
In post-socialist Romania, the institutionalization of feminism was relat-

ed to three developments. First, the build-up of an institutional architecture 
for gender equality and non-discrimination was linked to Romania’s acces-

2 The fractured locus of coloniality is not a singular place but a multiple locus.
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sion to the European Union (EU) in 20073. Non-discrimination, domestic vi-
olence, and gender equality laws and policies were drafted and implemented 
through a top-down process to comply with the EU law. Public entities were 
created, amongst others, the National Council for Combating Discrimination 
in 2001, the National Agency for Equality between Women and Men in 2004, 
and Equal Opportunities Commissions at the Senate in 2003 and at the Cham-
ber of Deputies in 2004. Defined as room-service feminism to describe the im-
port character of laws and policies, Miroiu (2004b), who coined this term, ar-
gued that the consolidation of an international political agenda for women’s 
rights drove conservative countries, such as Romania, to adopt legislation and 
policies for the protection of women’s rights.

Second, the institutionalisation of gender studies at the university took 
place through the creation and consolidation of specialized postgraduate 
master’s degrees in Bucharest, Cluj, and Timisoara. The Master’s Programme 
in Gender Studies at the Bucharest National School of Political Science and 
Public Administration (SNSPA), consolidated with a World Bank grant (Vlad 
2013, 36), has subsisted until today. The programme adopted a liberal per-
spective on gender studies and a universalist approach to women’s rights, 
which became mainstream in the public sphere4, failing initially to integrate 
class and anti-racist perspectives (Gheorghe in Gheorghe, Mark, and Vincze 
2019, 116). The programme in Cluj adopted an intersectional approach, 
which became more visible during the second half of the 2010s, when class 
was rediscovered (Ana 2020).

Third, institutionalization was related to creating women and gender 
equality NGOs, as formalized civil society that collaborated with the newly 
created governmental agencies for equality between men and women. Some 
distinguished between Phoenix organizations (Fabian 2007) – new entities 
ingrained in the old state-socialist system through their membership, and 
new NGOs focused on emancipation and democracy (Molocea 2015). As 
scholars emphasized the pre-Cold-War synchronicity and convergence of 
the Romanian feminist movements with their Western counterparts (Miroiu 
2006, 21), consolidating the idea of a geographical and temporal lag, the aim 
was to recover the gap between the East and the West by breaking with previ-
ous (women’s) structures, including the so-called Phoenix organizations, and 
consolidating the new gender equality NGOs with the help of international 
funds that supported collaboration and the creation of networks and coali-
tions5. 

While in Romania, the transition towards democracy and the free mar-
ket became an endpoint in the liberal temporality, at the international lev-
el, states reconfigured through the intensification of neoliberal governance 
(Kantola and Squires, 2012), dismantling of the welfare apparatus and the 

3 Interview I.C., Filia; Interview M.C., ANES; see Massino and Popa (2015), Frunză (2004).
4 as far as possible in a conservative society with public intellectuals practicing what Miroiu 
(2009) calls “preventive anti-feminism”.
5 M.P. from CPE; B.M. from Filia.
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increased in the importance of NPM. Consequently, governing activities were 
framed as non-political and non-ideological problems that needed technical 
solutions (Ong 2006, 3), laying down the conditions for the proliferation of 
NGOs to fill the welfare gaps and ensure opposition (Harvey 2005, 78), but 
also of norms and practices stemming from the market to the functioning of 
the state, universities, and civil society (Hibou 2012).

Modernity and “catching up”  
with the lost feminist wave

The “room-service” feminism at the level of state infrastructure for gen-
der equality, the consolidation of gender studies in academia, and the devel-
opment of civil society organizations with the support of international funds 
recall both the rhetoric of salvation and the technologies of imperial-colonial 
mimicry. With the help of advanced democratic states, through international 
entities and their development programs, the long-standing aspirations of the 
Romanian democratic elite to “feminism and Western-style modernity, which 
has always been a target” (Mudure 2004), could be achieved by ‘catching up’ 
with progress, while ‘retrieving’ some of the accomplishments of the second 
wave of feminism. Miroiu (2010, 576) argued that Romania lacked the expe-
rience of the second wave of feminism – an aspect thought to matter consid-
erably in terms of “continuity, coherence, and a sense of the history of wom-
en’s rights”. She maintains that “the post-communist era must recover the 
feminism of affirmative action and equal opportunities” in order to resist the 
modern patriarchy, the rebirth of traditional patriarchy, the post-feminism 
in the media, and the “room-service” feminism – as a form of EU paternalism 
(Miroiu 2010, 576). In the same vein, Băluță (2010), gender studies academic, 
explains in the weekly magazine Dilema Veche that:

Romanian feminism, both theoretically and practically, had to cover a gap 
created by communism to recover a huge difference compared to its evolu-
tions in Western Europe and the United States, an evolution that, starting 
from the feminist manifestations of the nineteenth century and the first half 
of the twentieth century, would have characterized Romania.

According to this perspective – widespread at the time, the synchronicity 
of Romania’s first wave of feminism with its counterpart in the West would 
suggest that Romanian feminism would have continued with its “natural” 
evolution if it had not been interrupted by communism. While both scholars 
explain that filling this gap is not simply cultural or political mimicry (Băluță 
2010), denouncing the paternalism of the EU (Miroiu 2010), they seem to 
show enchantment with modernity and its “linear and univocal sense of so-
cial space and time” (Schutte 2020, 111), adopting the naturalized division 
of feminism into three waves, which claimed universal status while being a 
product of a “Western-centric and evolutionary ideology of modernity” (Tlos-
tanova 2010: 31).
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Reiterating the critical contributions of the second wave feminism 
(Miroiu 2010, 576), without engaging with its critiques, scholars and pub-
lic intellectuals considered that post-1989 feminism was facing a dilemma 
between an “unreserved embrace” of “the third wave of multiple differences 
between women, which divides women into various groups without having 
a second wave that draws attention to the fact that women share common 
problems?” (Băluță 2010). This account starts from the assumption that all 
women share some common experiences as women, which are universal. Nu-
merous criticized the second wave’s hegemonic tendencies to universalize 
the white heterosexual middle-class women’s experiences of oppression, ex-
cluding many other peoples (Martinez 2011; Thompson 2002).

Engrained in the modern/colonial system, as the heterosexual white 
man were chosen to represent the face of humanity, so were the heterosexual 
white women to represent the face of feminism and women’s emancipation. 
Universalizing these experiences was possible by erasing and denying hu-
manity – hierarchic and dichotomously gendered, to working-class women, 
poor, ethnicized and racialized women, queer, trans and LGBI, older women, 
migrants, and sex-workers, among others.

To understand the consequences, the examples of the Western sec-
ond-wave framing of domestic violence (Crenshaw 1990) or reproductive 
rights are enlightening. The latter is a direct target of today’s anti-gender 
mobilizations (Verloo and Paternotte 2018; Avanza 2018). The second 
wave’s framing of reproductive rights gave a central position to abortion 
claims, ignoring the experiences of women of colour that have had little 
control over their reproductive freedom, being the target of coercive steril-
ization. The birth control discourses and policies in the US, based on racist 
eugenic theories, made the African-American (Flores 2014, 1–3), American 
Indian, Mexican, and Puerto Rican women’s experiences of birth control 
genocidal and racist through coerced sterilization, unlike white women’s ex-
periences of liberation through access to family planning. Similarly, during 
the 1960s and 1970s, the French state forbade abortion and contraception 
in mainland France and supported anti-natalist policies in overseas regions 
and departments (Vergès 2021). From the 1970s, Roma women experienced 
forced sterilization in back then Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Sweden, and Nor-
way (Gheorghe 2010, 60). After the 1990s, Roma women were forcibly or 
coercively sterilized in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia (Brooks 
2009; Kovács 2009). In Romania, in 2013, an far-right organisation, made a 
public call, writing they offer money to Romani women who can prove they 
have undergone voluntary sterilization (Red Network 2013) and the leader 
of the National Liberal Youth organization of Alba County proposed the ster-
ilization of Romani women on his Facebook page (United States Department 
of State 2014). Previous research already showed that women from mar-
ginal groups do not have the rights and opportunities to make a free choice 
regarding reproduction; their choices are affected by the living conditions, 
institutionalized racism at the level of health system and pressures from 
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family members stemming from cultural and social norms (Magyari-Vincze 
2006, 78–79).

Thus, the common experience regarding access to reproductive rights 
and abortion was not common at all.

By accounting for the experiences of those omitted within the main-
stream feminist literature and for the processes of exclusion, scholars demys-
tified the universality of the heterosexual white middle-class women’s experi-
ences. Chicana produced their historical analysis of events and organisations, 
to shed light on Chicana movidas, whose histories have been exiled “to spaces 
of extra-institutional memory” (Cotera, Blackwell, Espinoza 2018, 3). Similar-
ly, Romani scholars and feminists pleaded for a comprehensive history that 
would explain, rather than just mention (Furtuna 2019, 26), the colonial prac-
tices – genocide and slavery, to which the Romani have been subjected (Iancu 
2019). As Costache affirms about Romani history: “We must face the palimp-
sest of written histories that erase and deny, that reinvent the past to make 
the contemporary vision of racial harmony and pluralism seem more plausi-
ble” (Costache 2019, 19). Blackwell (2011) pleads for a “retrofitted memory”, 
to reclaim the erased histories of feminist engagement. Gheorghe (2019) ex-
plains how Romani women’s gesture of lifting up the skirt, as a claim against 
the instigation of racial hatred, through sterilization proposals from public 
officials, was generated by the anger and helplessness in front of injustices 
(from authorities, police, and others).

Despite these critiques, the framework of universal claims, based on 
presumed common experiences, was justified as a chronologically necessary 
step in Romania that missed the second wave, discarding the multiplicity of 
women’s experiences shaped by class, ethnicity, and race, sexuality, on the 
grounds that they divide.

Asking what kind of feminism activists and scholars opt for: between syn-
chronization with the Western third wave or diachrony, because “the lineari-
ty of the transformations in “western feminism” highlighted changes that you 
cannot skip?”, Băluță (2010) argued that taking into account the local heritage, 
the third wave is challenging in Romania, appearing as a cultural mirage for 
many feminists, insisting that one should recall the shared experiences. The 
myth of linear, successive, homogenous development at the basis of the mod-
ern construction of the history of humanity and the violence of this imperial/
territorial epistemology (Tlostanova 2010, 21) made it seem imperative to fol-
low similar pathways and catch up with the lost second wave, aspiring to reach 
modernity, becoming “almost the same, but not quite” (Bhabha 1984, 126).

How and why did liberal feminism  
become the mainstream form?

Nation-building and value-based cleavages translated into the ambiva-
lence between the desire to enter the cohort of modern democratic states and 
reinforcing national sovereignty, in front of international institutions’ pater-
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nalism and imperialism. While institutionalized racism and the suppression 
of inter-ethnic conflicts through repression played a role in the re-construc-
tion of a homogenous nation, opposition to “gender ideology” was ensured by 
framing it as the new Marxism (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017) or as part of the 
Western imperial tendencies to impose values and norms (Graff and Korol-
czuk 2018), as in the Global South.

In this context, the most influential feminist theorising during the 1990s, 
taking the example of Miroiu’s work, framed democratization as inseparable 
from massive privatization and insertion into the global economy (Vlad 2013; 
Mihai 2021). This perspective favoured “self-assertion as central to an eman-
cipatory political project, emphasizing the need to focus more on liberty and 
equality than on material, economic principles” (Vlad 2013, 47; Miroiu 1999). 
This view was enhanced by the left-wing conservatism that delegitimized the 
redistributive claims of workers affected by the economic restructuring (Vlad 
2013, 43), deterring subversive movements, such as the feminist one, from 
engaging with a structural critique, not just of welfare state retrenchment, 
but also of global capitalism and welfare chauvinism that divided people be-
tween worthy contributors and non-worthy Others, based on xenophobic, 
racist and anti-poor attitudes (Ana 2020).

Adding to the anti-communist backlash, the process of national con-
struction was built on ethnic marginalization and racism, reflected in the 
interplay between the internal colonial difference and the external imperial 
difference, visible when the increased negative media coverage of Romanian 
migrants in Italy and Spain prompted violence against Romanian and Roma. 
To sort this out, the Italian government adopted an emergency decree that 
facilitated the removal of EU citizens (Armillei 2018, 80). Simultaneously, the 
Romanian government launched an expensive national branding campaign 
at home and abroad, based on racism and the racialized construction of Ro-
manian alterity, to prevent the othering of non-Roma Romanians – thought to 
successfully adapt to the Euro-capitalist values (Kaneva and Popescu 2014). 
Becoming modern, overcoming their inferior status stemming from the impe-
rial difference, the efforts to construct Romanianness were based on internal 
colonial difference.

In post-socialism, the entwinement between class and ethnicity, be-
tween the internal colonial and external imperial differences, shaped the 
form of feminism that became mainstream. Liberal feminism reposed not 
only on the total equivalence between state socialisms and patriarchal op-
pression in a self-colonizing quest to recover the gap with Western moder-
nity (Sandu 2021) but also on universalisms and the common experiences 
of women, excluding claims stemming from intersectional positions consid-
ered divisive and enhancing the gap between feminist activists and ordinary 
women.

Emphasizing the import of liberal Western theories, a former member of 
a feminist organization that initially functioned as a research centre to sup-
port the gender studies MA at SNSPA discusses the gap between the develop-
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ment of a Western-style feminist activism and women’s issues in Romanian 
society:

(…) it is very interesting because we are feminists, but we are western fem-
inists. I mean, we learn Western theories because we do not have theories 
about our Romanian women. We do not know who the women in Romania 
are. We do not know what their needs are. (…)

I know about working-class women because my mother is a worker, so I have 
direct experience.

My feminism was like after the transition: liberalism, democracy ... it took me 
several years to say that I am on the left. I was so… what do you mean not to 
be liberal? Especially since my mentor was a liberal. A simple psychological 
click, I just couldn’t say it, I couldn’t.

We come up with these theories from the West, Western activism, activism 
done elsewhere and we put them here and we act like monkeys (...) But where 
is our Romanian feminism as nationalism but nationalism not necessarily in 
the pure sense but ‘don’t we know our Romanian women?’ we do events that 
seem cool to us.6

The testimony informs about the proliferation of liberal Western feminist 
theories in post-socialist spaces that rely on the critique of the paternalism of 
socialist states. It also tells about the personal mechanisms of struggle with 
assimilation and rejection of the universalized imperial-colonial epistemo-
logical habits. The gap between feminists – trained and educated in a Western 
liberal tradition of universal feminism and other women, whose experiences 
were neglected, through the exclusionary effects contained in this univer-
sality, translated into a divide regarding claims and issues at stake7. but also 
modes of action, between feminist raising-awareness and women’s workers’ 
strike8. Inquiring about the realities of Romanian and working-class women, 
the interviewee seems to call for delinking from the thinking programs, which 
were imposed by culture, education, and environment, marked by imperial 
reason (Tlostanova 2010, 26–27). Nevertheless, when re(making) communi-
ties, one might ask who is left out. A call for Romanian working-class women 
and their needs might reproduce the salvation logic applied to less privileged 
women and render invisible the ethnically heterogeneity in Romania and the 
histories of violence against and the resistance of Roma Romanians – the in-
ternal Other, against which genocide and eugenic policies were committed.

Similarly, referring to the proliferation of liberal Western feminism, not 
just in activist spaces but also in academia, Gheorghe (2019), founder in 2013 
of the Roma feminist organization E-Romnja, explains how she could not find 
herself in the feminist space of the SNSPA Gender studies programme, where 
they read Western American literature, learned about white women’s femi-

6 C.T. from Filia.
7 M.R. 1 from Front; C.T. from Filia; M.M. 2 from CPE; C.B. from Filia.
8 C.B. from Filia.
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nism and the second wave, coming from spaces and problems different than 
those of Roma women. She explains that while Roma women talked about ac-
cess to essential utilities, feminist colleagues talked about gender quotas and 
political representation. She asks herself: “Where do all these leave me as a 
Roma woman? Where are we Roma women, in this story? And the feeling that 
I am partly in one world and partly in another started to increasingly capture 
my attention” (Gheorghe in Gheorghe, Mark, Vincze 2019, 115–116). These 
insights recall Vincze’s argument that racism depoliticized the socioeconom-
ic dimensions of Roma marginalization (Vincze in Gheorghe, Mark, Vincze 
2019), making political representation a principal concern while downgrad-
ing the economic. While acknowledging and criticizing the gender division 
of labour, the unequal burden of care work, or women’s exploitation in the 
private sector (Vlad 2013), there was a presumed belief that privatization and 
opening to the global market would improve the economic situation of many 
people. A critique of the “liberal-conservative politics” of this period, defined 
as free-market economics with conservative national affinities, started to co-
agulate during and after the economic (Ban 2015) and the so-called migrants’ 
crisis as an opposition to the neoliberal consensus (Ana 2020).

Who was left behind, outside, overflowing,  
erased, ignored, neglected, or stepped on? 

The feminist movement after the 1990s developed as an intellectual-
ist-elitist endeavour within a liberal framework, paying little attention to 
class, sexual orientation, or ethnicity (Molocea 2015). Drawing its legitimacy 
on lived experiences and the studies conducted by Western researchers in 
Eastern Europe (Sandu 2021), the liberal feminist framework was anti-com-
munist and universalist, based on the indivisibility between the free-market 
and democracy and concerned with catching up with the West and the second 
wave of feminism. Nevertheless, mainstream liberal feminism was paralleled 
by the development of other feminisms that remained more marginal in the 
public sphere due to the anti-left backlash, threats from the extreme-right, 
police repression9, and racism.

Roma women activists organized since the 1990s, alone or together 
with men, related to racist violence, hate speech, and discrimination against 
Roma in employment, education, health care, administration, and other pub-
lic services. To contextualize, numerous bodies documented and reported the 
abuses, violence, the use of excessive force against Roma, by law enforcement 
officials (Szente 1996; United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination 2010; United Nations Committee against Torture 2015) or the 
racism in public discourses that develops unabated, in a climate of impunity 

9 C.L.1 from Dysnomia, Claca, Biblioteca Alternativa https://activewatch.ro/ro/freeex/re-
actie-rapida/6-ani-de-la-summit-ul-nato-la-bucuresti-jandarmeria-gasita- vinovata-pent-
ru-abuzuri-asupra-cetatenilor-dar-lasata-nepedepsita accessed July 14, 2019.
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for hate-speech, stigmatisation and discrimination (ECRI 2014). The Europe-
an Court of Human Rights (ECHR) condemned Romania innumerable times, 
for police violence and abuses10. In one of its last cases – Lingurar vs. Roma-
nia, the Court found that the national authorities targeted the Roma because 
of their ethnicity (ethnic profiling) (ECHR 2019).

The work of Roma women activists, within Roma communities, in the 
context of institutionalized violence and interethnic conflicts, occasioned a 
process of reflection regarding the difficulties and oppression they faced in-
side and outside their communities (Vlad 2013, 98). In 1997, Letitia Mark 
founded the Association of Gypsy Women “For Our Children” out of a need 
“to support Roma children from marginalized communities and their moth-
ers in their efforts to go through school education” (Mark in Gheorghe, Mark, 
Vincze 2019). She enrolled in the gender studies MA at Babeș-Bolyai Univer-
sity, coordinated by Eniko Vincze, and together launched in 2009 the Roma 
women’s journal, Nevi Sara Kali – “a crucial reference in the history of Roma-
ni feminism” (Ibidem). In a recently edited volume, “Problema românească: 
o analiză a rasismului românesc” Romani and non-Romani authors address 
the question of racism in Romanian society, to bring new knowledge per-
spectives and open potential pathways for communication (Drăgan and Do-
robanțu 2019, 8). In one of its chapters, Popa (2019) explores the possibili-
ties of resistance to the hegemonic norm of Romanian ethnicity and relates 
the anti-racist politics to resistance to capitalism, through the performance 
of Romani music.

Through institutions and discourses, one is taught during their lifetime 
to define their identity in terms of ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or 
status. Also, one learns to select among them and hierarchize them (Mag-
yari-Vincze 2009, 14). Roma women activists faced various tensions: with 
the Roma rights movement, non-Roma women activists, and between two 
generations of Roma women activists (Vlad 2013, 99–104). In times of racist 
violence and hatred, Oprea (2012, 14–15) shows how it becomes difficult to 
speak about harmful practices or the specificities of Roma women’s oppres-
sion in their communities when these are used to legitimize racist sentiments. 
Roma feminist activists felt their issues were also rejected from the agenda of 
the feminist movement (Vlad 2013, 100).

As the Romani women’s movement started to coagulate, the Soros Roma 
Women’s Initiative was established in 1999, within the Network Women’s 
Programme, with activist Nicolata Bițu playing a leading role (OSI, 2002). 
Though paying off in the long run, Bițu recalls the Network’s meeting in Buda-
pest and the disturbing interaction with mainstream women’s organizations, 
when asked about palm reading (Vlad 2013, 100), illustrating the denial of 
subjectivity and treatment “as exotic others, useful objects of derision and 
desire, as problems to be solved” (Brooks 2009, 21). These tensions were 
slowly mitigated through crossings and encounters between mainstream 

10 Case of Boacă and others v. Romania; Case of Ciorcan and others v. Romania.
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feminist organizations and Romani feminists (Ana 2020). E-Romnja became 
a leading actor in gender equality and non-discrimination coalitions, leader 
and partner in various projects with other feminist organizations and grass-
roots movements. Their role in the reproductive rights struggle contributed 
to decentre the heterosexual white middle-class women as principal subjects, 
whose experiences were generalized, and to show the entanglements be-
tween racism and gender (Gheorghe 2019). On the art scene, Giuvlipen, the 
Roma queer feminist theatre company, was founded in 2014; while valuing 
Roma belonging, it also addresses issues such as arranged under-age mar-
riages, lack of access to education, mental illness, and Roma LGBTQIA issues 
through their plays11.

Other feminism that initially remained underground were the anar-
chist and queer self-managed collectives associated with the anarcho-punk 
scene. They started to organize during the second half of the 1990s in Ti-
misoara, Iasi, Craiova, Cluj, and Bucharest. They build-up alternative spaces 
to commercial society, created feminist zines, organized festivals, feminist 
reading groups, and political art projects (Ana 2019). LoveKills, the first an-
archo-feminist collective in Romania, active between 2003 and 2009, defined 
themselves more as part of the Do It Yourself (DIY) movement rather than the 
feminist one, considered liberal feminism (Marincea 2021). In 2005, Lady-
fest Timisoara described itself as a “positive outlet for our anger in response 
to cowardly and insidious sexism that exists in our everyday life”12. The fol-
lowing years, at Ladyact Bucharest, Crina Morteanu – Roma feminist activist, 
and Florentina Ionescu – psychologist and LGBTQIA activist, held workshops 
about non-dominant differences, addressing gender, sexuality, and ethnic-
ity. Out of the Ladyfest collective, the F.I.A. group (‘girls/women/feminism 
in action/activism’) was created in 2008 to foster collaboration and support 
among more significant initiatives on social justice. Some members of F.I.A. 
got actively involved in Alternative Library (BA) created in 2010, which hosted 
a library considered richer and more diverse ideologically compared to Filia’s 
gender studies library, becoming one of the few alternatives to mainstream 
liberal feminism13. They organized a feminist reading group, integrating an 
intersectional approach to social justice and a sustained critique of capital-
ism, imperialism, racism, and heterosexism14. Together with the feminist as-
sociation Front that manages feminism-romania.ro, they organized Slutwalk 
Bucharest in 201115. Understanding feminism in interaction and co-created 
with other social movements, self-managed queer feminist collectives were 
engaged in anti-militarist and anti-imperialist actions, such as the anti-NATO 
protests in 2008, several occupations, the anti-austerity protest in 2012 or 
later, the housing movement in Cluj and Bucharest. In 2016, Macaz: Bar Teat-

11 https://giuvlipen.com/en/ accessed 29 April 2020.
12 https://fia.pimienta.org/05/index-en.php, accessed February 8th, 2018.
13 M.R. 1 from Front.
14 M.R. 1 from Front.
15 B.T. from Biblioteca Alternativa.
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ru Coop was created, comprising some of the members of previous self-man-
aged collectives, and which played a crucial role in bridge-building between 
movements and collectives (Ana 2020).

Travelling, crossings, and encounters:  
between strategic and deep coalitions

If during the first two decades of post-state-socialism, liberal feminism 
was the mainstream form, after 2007-2008 financial and the 2015 European 
refugee crisis, processes of bridge-building, at the level of discourses – be-
tween class, gender ethnicity, and at the level of movements, between white 
liberal feminist organizations, Roma feminist NGOs and groups, queer infor-
mal collectives, and also with the housing and LGBTQI movements, fostered a 
move towards a more intersectional politics of hope (Ana 2020).

In these processes, the role of travelling and encounters, initiated espe-
cially by those in liminal, in-between spaces, played a crucial role to “drop 
[her] enchantment with ‘woman,’ the universal, and begins to learn about 
other resisters at the colonial difference” (Lugones 2010, 753). They revealed 
border places and epistemologies – as borderlands inhabited by those “who 
cross over the confines of the normal (atravezados/as)” (Anzaldúa 1987). 
In this sense, Gheorghe (2019: 116) explains what it means to exist in the 
fractured locus/cracks of colonial difference: “The theory of intersectional-
ity does not satisfy me completely in saying that yes, I have several identities, 
and I come with all of them into a feminist space and find myself complete. 
I do not think a place or space exists where this can happen. This is why 
intersectionality does not seem to be complete for me.” In Lugones’ (2003) 
terms, Gheorghe seemed to explore and feel around  – tantear, for a place 
where she would fit, in between academia and grassroots activism, Roma 
and non-Roma:

Practically, all these years I had been in organizational environments, I 
worked in many types of organizations, from left to right and from academic 
to grassroots, Roma and non-Roma. I tried to enter each environment to learn 
something, take it from there and bring it to another environment. In fact, this 
is my way to test and see where I fit best. I asked myself all the time: where am 
I, where does it leave me? (Gheorghe in Gheorghe, Mark, Vincze 2019)

Travelling across different worlds, and exploring non-dominant differenc-
es, through tensions, cracks, and openings that make up the social (Lugones 
2003, 5), Gheorghe contributed to making multiple worlds of sense visible, 
towards a more pluralist feminism. By opening discussions about structural 
differences, inequality, power, and privilege at the SNSPA gender studies MA 
she challenged the way Muslim and Roma women were spoken about  – as 
distant, alien, and altered the mainstream feminist discourse (Gheorghe in 
Gheorghe, Mark, Vincze 2019). Another example is Andreea Braga, from Fil-
ia Center and Carmen Gheorghe, from E-Romnja who met while working at 
“Împreună” (Together)  – an organization that focused on developing Roma 



Feminist Critique 7, 2026
A

rti
cl

e
22

communities. After they left “Împreună”, they continued a close collaboration 
and joint programmes with Roma and non-Roma women communities16.

Over the years, organizations fighting for gender equality and non-dis-
crimination engaged in strategic coalitions to respond to threats concerning 
attempts at restricting the right to abortion17, the inclusion of rape in the me-
diation law18, to advocate for the introduction of healthy reproduction and 
sexuality in schools or to condemn various forms of discrimination19. How-
ever, it seems that strategic coalitions might leave those participating, their 
subjectivities intact if they do not address underlying tensions by engaging 
in complex communication. Lugones’ (2007) deep coalitions involve mutu-
ally transformative subjectivities and the creation of new meanings (Medina 
2020). Compared to strategic coalitions, often directed at the oppressor, deep 
coalitions are oriented towards connecting multiple liminal subjects onto 
shattering hegemonic worlds of sense and creating new ones from multiple 
liminal locations, cementing relational identities (Medina 2020, 219–221). 
World-travelling might foster the willingness, of those who encounter each 
other to engage in complex communication, to create new resistant worlds of 
sense and deep coalitions “to combat the monologisms and false universal-
isms that are the ruse of coloniality” (Velez and Tuana 2020, 12). But “how do 
you cross over without taking over?” (Lugones 2010, 755). Coalitional cross-
ings “inevitably produce states of affective dis-ease” (Roshanravan 2020, 126) 
in which one feels “threatened”, “incompetent”, and “tolerated” – an “unwant-
ed outsider” (Roshanravan 2020, 121). They might involve painful confron-
tations and losses, rejections, and being summoned for acting in complicity 
with the very oppressions one may have believed to be against (Roshanravan 
2020).

The PoLFem campaign is an example of rather failed communication. A 
2014 project promoting women’s participation in politics, PolFem was part 
of a larger campaign financed by the European Commission, in which other 
organizations in Europe participated20. In PolFem, feminist activists from dif-
ferent NGOs dressed in men’s suits and wore moustaches to draw attention to 
women’s challenges and low representation in politics. Some queer feminist 
activists criticized this mode of action as a form of appropriation of drag by 
non-queer persons, who take advantage of their privileges as heterosexuals, 
adopting normative femininity (Ruxi 2014). When the tensions escalated, 
PolFem campaigners consulted members of the LGBT association, ACCEPT, 
who seemed to confirm their framing while not taking an official position. 
Some queer activists considered this was an instrumentalization of a “pro-
LGBT” discourse while closing off contact with offended people. The feminists 

16 A.F. 2 from Filia.
17 M.R. 1 from Front; A.T. from Filia.
18 C.S. 2 from Front; A.F. 2 from Filia.
19 A.T. from Filia.
20 PolFem Facebook Page https://www.facebook.com/pg/polfem/about/?ref=page_inter-
nal .
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working in PolFem denounced the latter’s aggressivity and blocked them on 
the campaign’s Facebook page (Ruxi 2014).

Another example of difficult communication concerns the edited volume 
“Problema romaneasca: o analiza a rasismului romanesc” (2019). In the pref-
ace of the book, Mihaela Drăgan and Oana Dorobanțu (2019, 8–9) recount 
that one of the conditions for realisation of the book project was to have pari-
ty between Romani and non-Romani authors and coordinators. This demand 
faced opposition from two non-Romani authors who, “because of their own 
strongly internalized racism”, did not publish with them (Ibidem).

These examples illustrate the challenges when engaging in complex com-
munication. However, from a decolonial feminist standpoint, it seems imper-
ative to do so to avoid becoming complicit with and reproducing coloniality’s 
hierarchical dichotomous categorial logics of erasure (Roshanravan 2020, 
121). Responsibility and love should guide those who reside in these worlds 
with “a maximum sense of ease” (Lugones 2003, 90), but also that yearn rec-
ognition to master performance, master resistance, claim center-stage, and 
“become the best at best practices” (Roshanravan 2020, 127).

In recent years, the consolidation of the anti-gender mobilisations re-
inforced the necessity of engaging in complex communications towards 
building deeper alliances. The specific framing against the “gender ideology” 
started with the 2015 citizens’ initiative and the subsequent constitutional 
referendum to change the definition of the family, to prevent the legalization 
of same-sex marriage. It continued in 2020, with initiatives aiming to restrict 
sexual education in schools and to forbid references to gender. Resistance 
to anti-gender campaigns was organized by larger groups of actors through 
formal entities, such as the Coalition for Gender Equality and the Antidiscrim-
ination Coalition, composed of LGBTQI, Romani, feminist, and human rights 
organizations or punctual informal cooperation, as was the case in 2020, 
against the adoption of the law proposal that aimed to forbid any discussion 
about gender in schools and universities. In this latter case, feminist, Roma-
ni feminist, LGBTQI, and sex-workers organizations mobilized a protest in 
front of the Presidential Palace, despite Covid19 restrictions.

Though this organised opposition might be understood as strategic coa-
litions oriented towards the oppressor, the fact that anti-gender campaigners 
expressly target contentious issues among feminists, such as transgender or 
sex-workers’ rights, rather than dividing this might open the possibility for 
addressing tensions and divisions within and among movements, by engag-
ing in complex communication, paving the way towards deeper alliances.

While crossings and travelling contributed to the coagulation of more 
intersectional politics, accounting for gender, sexuality, and ethnicity, femi-
nist activists’ relation with trade unions or groups defending workers’ rights 
has been very weak until now (Mihai 2021). The Covid19 health crisis en-
gendered a transformation by making precarious working conditions in care 
domains more visible. Politicizing women’s work and the double burden, 
shaped by class, gender, and ethno-racial differences, but also by the inter-
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national division of labour, activists, and representatives from trade unions 
(Cartel Alfa and Impact trade unions), migrant carers groups (DREPT pent-
ru ingrijire), Romani feminist groups (E-Romnja), housing rights movement 
(FCDL), sex-workers organizations (Sex Work Call) and workers in the arts 
and culture industry, debates, among others) organized a debate in March 
2021, within the campaign #MisoginieCealaltăPandemie (#MisoginyTheOt-
herPandemic)21. Unprecedented communication between trade unions and 
migrant workers’ groups brought to the forefront the rights of migrant car-
ers and the working conditions of social workers. These groups collaborat-
ed through protests, petitions, manifestos, and debates, during and after the 
campaign, engaging in crossings towards each other’s worlds of sense, fur-
thering communication between precarious women workers and activists.

Conclusions
While unravelling significant civil society transformations, at the end 

of the XXst and beginning of the XXIst century, the NGO-ization theory 
proved its limits in accounting, both for the geopolitical power relations 
that shape(d) feminist movements and their institutionalization and for the 
diversity of feminisms and the exclusions operated through the institution-
alization of specific forms that became mainstream, hegemonic. A decolo-
nial analytic helped explore these confines precisely because it served to 
understand the role of the imperial and colonial differences in the build-up 
of feminist movements in post-socialist spaces, specifically in Romania, and 
to account for the role played by the Cold War legacy in the historiographic 
reports about the transnationalisation and institutionalization of feminisms 
at global level, as well as in shaping the discursive structure of opportunity 
at a national level.

A decolonial analysis allowed to explore the exclusions engendered by 
the abovementioned processes and the resulting tensions that shape move-
ments for justice, such as the feminist one, the LGBTI and queer movements, 
the Romani movements, the housing justice, and the precarious workers. It 
also helped understand the bridge-building processes beyond the build-up of 
strategic coalitions, when faced with threats, towards consolidating deeper 
coalitions, through crossings and travelling and engagement in complex com-
munication with others.

Activists who found themselves in-between movements, those who did 
not fit within the mainstream liberal framework, built their agenda at times 
separately, sometimes in the underground, and, at other times, engaged in 
travelling and crossings, studded with tensions and deceptions but also with 
joy, stemming from the creation of bridges and solidarities.

21 Dezbatere: Munca femeilor și dubla exploatare (Debate: Women’s work and the double 
exploitation) moderated by Oana Uiorean, 20 March 2021; available at: https://www.face-
book.com/TaraMunciiIeftine/videos/1173597223084119.
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While awfully hard, engaging in complex communication, seems to con-
tain the potential to overcome the isolation and separation of different strug-
gles and resistance movements towards consolidating relational identities. 
Far more than an intellectual endeavour that would remain abstract, deco-
lonial feminist analytic urges to relate lived experiences “to an awareness of 
what lies hidden, unseen, or unmentioned in the sociocultural worlds we in-
habit” (Schutte 2020: 107). It urges not to stop at the creation of affinity-re-
sistant communities nor to see them as an end in themselves, as safe spaces 
and gated communities, within the oppressive hegemonic order, or as “addi-
tive pluralities that cohabit spaces without friction”, but to travel and cross 
towards “conflictual pluralities that pose contested narratives” (Alcoff 2020), 
because inhabiting the limen it is not revolutionary in itself, but rather a “cre-
ative preparation” (Lugones 2006, 79).
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