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Abstract: Women’s history has long been marginalised in dominant narratives, with archives 

and institutional memory omitting or minimising women’s contributions. Recognising and 

documenting women’s roles across warfare, social movements, science, and culture is essen-

tial to shaping collective memory and challenging persistent gender bias. The digitalisation of 

archives and memory practices has democratising potential, expanding accessibility, diversity, 

and global engagement with women’s histories. Online platforms transcend geographical 

and institutional barriers, integrating testimonies and artefacts in multimedia formats that 

foster inclusive, participatory representations of women’s experiences. In post- and decolo-

nial, postsocialist contexts, these tools create alternative spaces to contest state-controlled 

historical discourses. In Ukraine, digital public history initiatives such as Incredible Women 

(Gender Museum 2024) and Beading the Womantory (Gender Culture Centre 2025) recover 

the contributions of marginalised women, while Invisible Battalion (2025) and Her War Story 

(Gender Museum 2025b) document women’s wartime experiences. Drawing on 25 testimo-

nies of women in or formerly involved in combat, we examine self-representation, identity, 

and agency to explore how digitalised memory practices transform collective remembrance 

and commemoration in the context of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war. We argue that 

these digital narratives function as epistemic repair, reclaiming women’s subjectivity within 

androcentric and imperial memory regimes, and propose the figure of the ‘woman at war’ as 

a discursive and decolonial subject of commemoration.
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 ‘We are writing the history of our country now. I want to leave a worthy trace. 
Someday I will tell my grandchildren: your grandmother, Valkyriia, helped to fight 

the enemy.’ Valentyna Zhelezko (52, ‘Valkyriia’) (Zhukovska 2025)

Women’s history has long been marginalised in the dominant historiography, where 
institutional archives and memory practices have systematically excluded or underrepre-
sented women’s contributions to warfare, science, art, and culture (Bohachevsky-Cho-
miak 1995; Hagengruber 2020; Melman 1993; Sánchez Hernández, Martos Garcia, 
López Navajas 2017; Shcherbina 2020). Ukrainian historian Martha Bogachevskaya-Kh-
omyak (1995) compared the history of women with traditional embroidery in white on 
white: the metaphor is sad but accurate. Viewing human history through the lens of 
a supposedly universal male experience produces a profound epistemic distortion: it 
erases women’s contributions from collective memory. Recognising and documenting 
women’s roles – whether in warfare, social movements, science, or culture – is crucial 
for shaping a collective memory that is not just based on ‘Great Men’ history (Billson, 
Fluehr-Lobban 2005: 46), and for countering the gender biases that continue to influ-
ence contemporary societies. 

These omissions have produced what Miranda Fricker (2007) conceptualises as epis-
temic injustice, a structural denial of women’s status as knowers and historical agents. 
Feminist historiography has consistently demonstrated that such absence is not a mere 
oversight but the outcome of androcentric epistemologies that regulate what counts 
as knowledge, whose voices are recorded, and which memories are institutionalised 
(Hagengruber 2020). Within this framework, women become absent epistemic sub-
jects, marginalised both symbolically and materially in processes of knowledge pro-
duction and collective remembrance.

The digitalisation of historical records and memory practices has introduced what 
Gerben Zaagsma (2023: 844) defines as ‘the democratizing potential of digitization’, 
a transformative force that reshapes the politics of historical visibility and opens new 
epistemic and methodological perspectives for recovering marginalised voices. From 
a feminist perspective, digitisation redefines authority over historical knowledge and 
challenges institutional monopolies of remembrance. Digital initiatives have begun to 
reconfigure not only how women’s experiences are documented and are remembered 
but also the conditions under which marginalised voices gain epistemic visibility. 

The digital turn in memory practices offers an opportunity to contest traditional ar-
chival hierarchies by enabling participatory and decentralised modes of remembering. 
Digital archives, participatory databases, and crowdsourced storytelling platforms make 
it possible to address archival exclusions by making women’s histories (through text, 
video, oral recordings, podcasts, interactive maps, etc.) more accessible, diverse, and 
publicly engaged across national borders (Noiret 2018; Robinson 2018). At the same 
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time, they contest the androcentric logic of traditional historiography by granting agen-
cy to rediscovered voices: narrators, witnesses, researchers, artists, and activists. This 
shift from institutionalised hierarchic commemoration to participatory digital memory 
practices has particular significance in post-colonial and post-socialist contexts, where 
state-controlled historical narratives have long subordinated or distorted women’s roles 
(Bogachenko, Oleinikova 2023; Koobak, Tlostanova, Thapar-Björkert 2021; Tlostanova, 
Mignolo 2012). 

For feminist and postcolonial scholarship, the digital environments represent both 
an epistemic and political shift: they decentralise authority and integrate oral histories 
and affective testimonies, while foregrounding previously silenced experiences. Digi-
tal practices perform both an epistemic and social function: decentralise the produc-
tion of knowledge and create transnational networks of memory beyond institutional 
boundaries. In the post- and decolonial contexts of Eastern Europe in particular, digital 
memory projects become counter-archives, spaces where silenced or suppressed expe-
riences can challenge official versions of the past become visible (Koobak, Tlostanova, 
Thapar-Björkert 2021). However, the democratising promise of digital memory and 
inclusion remains uneven, as the internet and digital realm are susceptible to manip-
ulation and misrepresentation by both human actors and algorithms (Esposito 2017). 
Moreover, as scholars of post-colonial and post-socialist feminisms argue, digitisation 
does not automatically dismantle hierarchies; rather, it often reconfigures them with-
in new sociotechnical forms (Adair, Nakamura 2017; Petkova 2025; Ponzanesi 2020). 

Ukraine, long positioned within the ‘internal colony’ of the Russian and Soviet imperi-
al knowledge systems (Bogachenko, Oleinikova 2023; Tlostanova 2024; Tlostanova, Mi-
gnolo 2012), provides a particularly illustrative case, where the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian 
war has generated new forms of feminist public history and digital commemoration. 
The erasure of women from official historiography, especially from military and polit-
ical narratives, has been both a colonial and patriarchal process. In response, digital 
initiatives have been developed that reconstruct women’s historical presence through 
participatory, community-based storytelling. The Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
in 2022 has further intensified the urgency of these digital practices. Women’s partic-
ipation in the war as soldiers, medics, and volunteers has challenged traditional gen-
dered boundaries. Simultaneously, digital platforms have become central arenas for 
documenting, commemorating, and archiving their experiences in real time to confront 
male-dominated military memory in national mythmaking. Through digital platforms, 
these projects transform private narratives into public memory, making visible the mul-
tiplicity of women’s roles in wartime Ukraine. Initiatives such as the Invisible Battalion 
(Invisible Battalion 2025), Sestry (2025), Incredible (Gender Museum 2024), Beading 
the Womantory (Shcherbina 2020), and Herstory of the War (Gender Museum 2025) 
exemplify the emergence of digital public history in Ukraine as a feminist epistemic 
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practice and demonstrate how digital practices reclaim women’s visibility within col-
lective memory. 

In this contribution we address the problem of women’s historical marginalisation 
and the persistent invisibility of female experiences within national and military narra-
tives. We focus on the Ukrainian context amid the Russo-Ukrainian war while ana-
lysing women’s digital war testimonies. Drawing on 25 publicly available testimonies 
of Ukrainian women involved in combat in the ongoing war, we explore how digital 
media and feminist memory initiatives contribute to the reconfiguration of collective 
memory and to the emergence of new subjects of commemoration. The analysis sit-
uates these narratives within broader discussions of collective memory, post-socialism 
and post-coloniality, digital memory, and feminist historiography to examine how the 
digital turn transforms both the forms and the agents of remembrance. According-
ly, we ask: How does the digitalisation of historical memory transform the forms and 
gendered subjects of commemoration, particularly in decolonial wartime Ukraine? By 
addressing this question, we aim to show how feminist digital memory practices chal-
lenge epistemic injustice and hierarchies, while producing new, participatory spaces of 
remembrance that redefine what and who is considered worthy of historical record.

We begin by outlining the theoretical and epistemological framework of our study, 
focusing on the mechanisms of collective memory and drawing on post-socialist and 
post-colonial perspectives and the concepts of epistemic injustice and epistemic reflex-
ivity. In the second section, we situate the Ukrainian case within broader debates on 
the digital democratisation of historical knowledge production and feminist memory 
practices, identifying how digital platforms transform the politics of remembrance. 
Building on this, we examine key feminist public history initiatives and war-related 
projects, such as Invisible Battalion, HerStory of the War, and Sestry, as case stud-
ies, which exemplify the emergence of digital counter-archives in wartime Ukraine. 
The dedicate the third section to our empirical study titled Women’s Testimonies in 
Combat, where we analyse self-representation, belonging, agency, and memory as 
dimensions of epistemic repair and women’s visibility. Finally, we conceptualise the 
figure of a ‘woman at war’ as a discursive and epistemic subject that reconfigures 
the gendered politics of commemoration, highlighting implications for feminist and 
postcolonial historiography in digital contexts.
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Collective memory: invisibility, epistemic injustice, and 
postcoloniality

Collective memory and history
Julia Kristeva (2002: 3) conceived of memory as hyperbole – an emotional, linguistic, 
and psychic intensification rather than a reproduction of events from the past. From 
this perspective, memory is never recollection; it is always mediated through present 
standpoints, technological settings, and collective framing. Elena Esposito (2002) 
similarly understood memory as a system of mediation grounded in the communica-
tive technologies available to each society. She argued that collective memory and 
its preservation depend on the material infrastructures of communication – from 
non-phonetic writing and the alphabet to the press and digital media – each shap-
ing memory’s outreach, form, and interpretation. As she wrote: ‘Memory is simul-
taneously past and present, subjective and objective, personal and uncontrollable, 
remembering and forgetting – and in any case, one side of the distinction constitutes 
the condition for the existence of the other’ (Esposito 2002: 12). In other words, mem-
ory exists through temporal tension: It operates in the present while negotiating the 
meanings of the past. As Esposito emphasised, the revision of historical narratives 
can only be understood from the present: ‘Memory inevitably always operates only 
in the present’ (2002: 31).

Esposito’s ideas resonate with Norbert Elias’s (1988) reflections of social time: The 
past, present, and future are relational concepts rather than fixed entities. He de-
scribed the simultaneous presence of all three temporal dimensions in human con-
sciousness (Elias 1988: 99). Like Chinese boxes, these dimensions emerge from and 
fold back into one another, since ‘[the] future of today is the present of tomorrow, 
and the present of today is the past of tomorrow’ (Elias 1988: 98). Grasping these 
shifting perspectives means acknowledging the fluidity of time, which shapes gen-
erational experiences and collective memories. 

From the standpoint of the present – as the authors of this article positioned with-
in the realities we analyse – our epistemic decisions and reflexivity in memory pro-
duction, our choice of research themes, and the selection of case studies shape the 
past (the present of today and the past of tomorrow) through the voices we choose 
to preserve, remember, and commemorate, thereby projecting them into the future. 
In the context of Ukraine’s defensive war against Russia’s imperial aggression and 
necropolitics, this relationship between past and present is particularly visible. Mem-
ory practices here are not merely commemorative but actively reconstructive – they 
reclaim suppressed narratives and reinterpret history and past events through post-
colonial and postsocialist lenses, which we discuss below. History, as institutional-
ised collective memory through scholarship and systematic preservation, is shaped 
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by epistemic asymmetries and is selective by nature. As Janer M. Fluehr-Lobban and 
Carolyn Mancini Billson (2005: 46) noted, ‘[t]he conceptualization of change and 
culture were constructed by early sociologists and anthropologists, most of whom 
were Western males. The same is true for historians and philosophers’. According to 
these authors, this androcentric bias manifests as the ‘Great Men’1 theory of history, 
in which progress and transformation are attributed to powerful male figures, while 
women’s contributions have remained marginal or invisible. Our article seeks to make 
a modest contribution towards changing this.

Women as absent epistemic subjects
The systematic omission of women from archives and canonical historiography ex-
emplifies epistemic injustice, a concept articulated by Miranda Fricker (2007). She 
described such injustice as harmful because it ‘strikes at a person’s standing as a 
subject of knowledge – a capacity essential to human value’ (Fricker 2007: 5). With-
in historiography, this harm occurs when women’s voices are excluded, discredited, 
or rendered unintelligible. Fricker distinguished two interrelated forms of epistemic 
injustice. Testimonial injustice occurs when prejudice undermines the credibility of 
a speaker, causing her testimony to be undervalued (Fricker 2007: 17). In historical 
terms, testimonial injustice is institutionalised through selection processes, canon 
formation, and the systematic privileging pf male-authored accounts while marginal-
izing women’s narratives. Women are thus constituted as absent epistemic subjects.

Hermeneutical injustice, on the other hand, denotes a deeper structural failure – 
the absence of interpretive frameworks to comprehend marginalised experiences. 
This form of injustice occurs when ‘some significant area of one’s social experience 
is obscured from collective understanding owing to a structural identity prejudice 
in the collective hermeneutical resource’ (Fricker 2007: 155). Within historical dis-
course, this means that even when women speak, the conceptual and institutional 
means to interpret their experiences as historically meaningful are lacking. Together, 
testimonial and hermeneutical injustices generate a recursive cycle (Fricker 2007). 
Discredited testimony leads to absence from archives; absence from archives limits 
interpretive vocabularies; limited vocabularies, in turn, disqualify future testimony. This 
cycle results not only in women’s historical invisibility but also in collective epistemic 
loss. What is excluded from the archive cannot circulate as knowledge, and the very 

1  A contemporary example of this narrative condensation can be seen in the wartime myth of the ‘Ghost 
of Kyiv’. Although this figure circulated as a legendary male fighter pilot, the Air Force later clarified that 
it was a collective image of several Ukrainian pilots, including Kharkiv-born fighter pilot Andrii ‘Juice’ 
Pilshchykov, defending the capital. In this sense, the narrative transformed a plural military effort into a 
singular heroic male symbol of resistance (Kopytko 2024).
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definition of ‘history’ becomes skewed towards the dominant perspectives (Billson, 
Fluehr-Lobban 2005: 46).

Fricker’s ethical response to such injustice, which we instrumentalise in our con-
tribution, lies in cultivating reflexive critical awareness – a practice of examining and 
counteracting prejudice within our epistemic institutions and in knowledge produc-
tion. Applied to historiography, this entails reconstructing the credibility economy of 
historical knowledge, making space for marginalised voices not as supplements but 
as constitutive epistemic agents. In this process, women’s history becomes an act of 
epistemic reclamation: it restores testimony as a legitimate source of historical author-
ity and re-inscribes women’s experiences as integral to collective memory. 

Our study, dedicated to Ukrainian women in active duty and combat, helps us to 
exercise Fricker’s reflexive critical awareness. Current Ukrainian narratives of war and 
resistance to Russia’s imperial aggression are often shaped (including in Western 
European scholarship) through the figures of Ukrainian refugees – predominantly 
women with dependent children – and men of the battlefield. Our work intervenes 
by studying and presenting the marginalised accounts of women engaged directly in 
combat and active service. This allows us to reach the critical point at which the ‘oth-
er’, the marginalised other, becomes a historical, political, and epistemic subject. Who 
defines what is worthy of preservation? Whose experiences, voices, and testimonies 
achieve the status of history? These questions help us to underscore the politics of 
remembrance. Women’s history thus emerges not merely as an archival endeavour 
but as an ethical and epistemological project in the making. By dedicating our study 
to the testimonies of women in combat and on the battlefield, we strive to transform 
absence into agency and marginality into subjectivity. In analysing women’s contri-
butions to the defence of Ukraine, we affirm their right to be remembered and en-
gage them as active participants in memory-making rather than as its silent objects.

Postcolonial and postsocialist knowledge and memory
To fully assess our case studies, we engage postcolonial and postsocialist perspec-

tives. The colonisation and occupation of Ukraine, both in the past and present, have 
concerned not only control over territories but also control over systems of knowledge 
and memory (Hundorova 2024). As Tlostanova and Mignolo (2012: 26) have argued, 
the coloniality of knowledge represents a persistent structure of domination that out-
lives formal colonialism. It shapes how knowledge is produced, in which language it 
circulates, and how it is validated and transmitted, privileging hegemonic epistemic 
norms as universal and neutral.

Homi K. Bhabha (2007 [1994]: 245) described postcolonial critique as a response 
to ‘the unequal and uneven forces of cultural representation involved in the context 
for political and social authority within the modern world order’. Such perspectives 
emerge from the testimonies of colonised peoples and marginalised minorities – as in 
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the case of Ukrainian women in combat, whose voices are positioned at the intersec-
tions of resistance and domination. In Ukraine, an Eastern European and post-Soviet 
country, the postsocialist condition complicates this dynamic. The region has long 
existed between various (geo-)political impacts (Hrytsak 2004) and remains shaped 
by internalised hierarchies between Eurasian (Russian) and Western epistemic author-
ities. Thus, the coloniality of knowledge operates not only as what Tlostanova calls 
a ‘modern syndrome’ referring to modernity as an epistemic regime (2015: 39), but 
also as a historical one – the struggle for the right to one’s own history, continually 
denied by imperial narratives. These dynamics render alternative epistemologies mar-
ginal within dominant knowledge systems.2 

This coloniality persists in the post-Soviet world, where epistemic infrastructures 
remain shaped by imperial and socialist legacies. Epistemic modernity here developed 
alongside epistemic coloniality – the colonisation of thought through the absorption 
or rejection of non-Western knowledge. Reclaiming epistemic agency and subjectivity 
requires, as Fricker (2007) suggested, reflexive critical awareness, and in Tlostanova’s 
(2015: 40) terms, epistemological self-reflexivity: the ability to look at the world ‘from 
the position of our own origins, lived experiences, and education’, while treating 
Eurasian and Western knowledge production not as models to follow but as objects 
open to critique. In this context, it is worthwhile to reflect on our positionalities as 
an analytical outcome of epistemological self-reflexivity. We were both born during 
the late socialist period in Soviet Ukraine, and our schooling and higher education 
took place amid the turbulent transition period in the 1990s and 2000s. These years 
were marked not only by Ukraine’s transition to independence but also by a broad-
er shift from totalitarianism to democracy (with authoritarian tendencies at times), 
from a planned to a market economy, from internationalist rhetorics to nation-state 
logics, and from state-controlled and censored academia to the neoliberal logic of 
(surviving) universities. We were professionally socialised in Odesa (TH/Tetiana Hav-
lin) and Kharkiv (Mariya Shcherbyna/MS and TH) – regions of Ukraine deeply shaped 
by Russian coloniality. Russian functioned as a prestigious and dominant language 
in everyday communication, education, the arts, and popular culture. Although the 
Russian Empire and later the USSR had formally collapsed, we nonetheless internal-
ised Russian colonial knowledge through these cultural and linguistic structures. In-
dependently, we both entered the fields of gender and memory studies – a rapidly 

2  The current Russian official justification for its genocidal and ecocidal war against Ukraine relies on 
claims of so-called historical ties, rooted in the periods of the Russian imperial and later Soviet occupation 
of Ukraine. This colonial rhetoric and the instrumentalisation of historical narratives constitute a central 
element of contemporary Russian politics – or, more precisely, in Achille Mbembe’s terms (2003), 
necropolitics.
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developing area in Ukraine in the early 2000s – through academic work (our disser-
tations and publications) and activism (MS’s involvement in the Gender Museum) 
(Havlin 2015, 2019, 2026; Shcherbina 2020; Shcherbyna 2025; Strelnyk, Shcherbyna 
2023). Emerging from Western feminist epistemologies, this engagement became a 
path towards our feminist, postcolonial, and postsocialist reflexive awakening. Our 
institutional experiences within West European and American higher education (TH 
over a decade and MS in recent years) have compelled us to interrogate the roles 
of Western and Eurasian (particularly Russian) dominant epistemologies in our pro-
fessional development and self-positioning (Shcherbyna, Havlin 2025). Within this 
framework, our present co-authored article, dedicated to the testimonies of female 
active-duty soldiers in Ukraine’s defensive war, represents not only an effort to restore 
their epistemic subjectivity but also an attempt to reclaim our own. 

In doing so, we aim not only to decolonise patriarchal and hegemonic knowledge 
but also to reimagine its purposes by transforming mechanisms of exclusion in the 
context of historical memory, remembrance, and commemoration. Ukraine’s case 
exemplifies the emergence of post-Soviet and postsocialist subjectivities shaped by 
the long shadow of various empires – Russian, Soviet, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, 
and Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. The departure from the youngest empire (the 
USSR) did not simply mark political independence; it initiated a complex process of 
re-subjectivation within structures still permeated by Russia’s imperial syndrome (Pain 
2016: 69). In this context, postcolonial practices – acts of remembering, resisting, 
fighting against, and reclaiming – function as strategies of resilience and survival from 
epistemic erasure and coercion. They are ways of asserting agency, where the choice 
to resist colonisation becomes an act of reclaiming subjectivity long denied. As Irina 
Zherebkina (2006: 200) observed, subjectivity is tied to the possibility of choice: ‘the 
era of totalitarianism is based not on others choosing for us, but rather on the fact 
that we are compelled to subjectivize ourselves through the structure of a coercive 
choice, whether we want it or not. Its most extreme form is precisely the choice we 
do not wish to make’. Ukrainian subjectivities today emerge from precisely this terrain 
– resisting Russia’s attempt to impose its coercive choice on Ukraine and its people. 
The choice of women in combat, the focus of our analysis, is to protest and fight – 
against renewed imperial violence, against epistemic asymmetries, and against invis-
ibilities. Their acts constitute both a political and existential act of survival, resilience, 
and recovery. On the battlefield and beyond, they transform coercive conditions into 
acts of agency, turning choice itself into a postcolonial practice of self-assertion, sur-
vival, and the redefinition of freedom. In this way, they shape their present, claim the 
right to interpret their past, and envision their future. Women on the frontlines – as 
soldiers, as volunteers, and as mothers bringing their children to safety – assert their 
right to visibility and participation in defining the present, past, and future. 
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As Bignall (2010: 131) suggested, ‘[c]entral to the creation of a postcolonial concept 
of agency is the need to reconsider the nature of power and desire, which together 
constitute the conditions and the impetus for social action’. To move beyond colo-
niality requires introducing a historical discontinuity – a break with inherited logics 
of mastery and reconciliation. Postcolonial agency and subjectivities, then, are not 
defined by the desire to dominate or appropriate the Other but by the capacity to 
create new forms of sociability and ethical relations. In this light, the work at inter-
section of memory and postcoloniality becomes a site of epistemic struggle. The in-
ner colonisation of memory (Bogachenko, Oleinikova 2023) – the internalisation of 
imperial narratives – can be undone only by recognising alternative digital archives, 
oral histories, real-time testimonies and embodied practices as legitimate knowledge 
sources. Such recognition transforms memory from an object of study into a political 
act: a practice of epistemic justice that restores silenced subjects to the narrative of 
action, humanity, and reflexive acknowledgment. In this context, the digital sphere 
emerges as a crucial site for reclaiming epistemic agency and countering imperial 
erasures. The following section explores how the digital turn intersects with feminist 
memory practices, focusing on Ukrainian initiatives that preserve testimonies of the 
past, shape the present, and envision the future.

Ukrainian digital feminist memory initiatives

The digital initiatives discussed below can be understood as forming an evolving 
ecosystem of feminist digital memory in Ukraine. Within this ecosystem, platforms, 
activist archives, and media outlets document and circulate women’s wartime expe-
riences. Some initiatives reconstruct women’s historical visibility, while others collect 
testimonies of women affected by the war. Together, these platforms contribute to 
the formation of a distributed digital memory environment in which women’s experi-
ences of war, displacement, and civic participation are recorded, mediated, and made 
publicly accessible. Several Ukrainian initiatives have sought to address the historical 
invisibility of women through feminist public history projects. For example, the in-
ternational artistic memory project Beading the Womantory (Gender Culture Centre 
2025; Shcherbyna 2020) reinterprets beadwork as a medium of feminist historical 
storytelling, bringing together 35 artists from 9 countries to visualise women’s histor-
ical contributions, while the project Incredible presents a digital collection dedicated 
to influential Ukrainian women from science, culture, and public life. Both initiatives 
contribute to restoring women’s presence in historical narratives. In the following 
examples, we approach the figure of a woman at war as an epistemic and discursive 
subject in digital counter-archives, a locus where gendered memory and militarised 
citizenship intersect. 



GENDER AND RESEARCH

|  35  |

STATI / ARTICLES

Launched in 2015 during the Russo-Ukrainian war, Invisible Battalion emerged as 
a digital advocacy and research initiative aimed at restoring the visibility of women 
serving in the Ukrainian Armed Forces in a context of institutional erasure. Combining 
sociological research, documentary storytelling, and digital campaigning, the project 
documented the structural invisibility of women soldiers, who were frequently regis-
tered in non-combat positions despite serving on the frontline. The initiative played 
a significant role in public debates on gender equality in the military and contributed 
to the legislative reform of 2018 that granted equal rights to women and men in the 
Ukrainian Armed Forces. Over time, Invisible Battalion has evolved into a broader digital 
platform addressing issues such as veterans’ reintegration, trauma, and sexual harass-
ment in the military, while continuing to document women’s wartime experiences. In 
this sense, the initiative functions as a living digital archive that connects feminist knowl-
edge production with institutional change and public memory (Invisible Battalion 2025).

Another important initiative within Ukraine’s feminist digital memory ecosystem is 
HerStory of the War (Gender Museum 2025), a digital storytelling and archival project 
developed by the Centre for Gender Culture in Kharkiv and hosted by the Museum 
of Women’s and Gender History. Launched in 2023, the project collects and curates 
testimonies of Ukrainian women whose lives have been transformed by Russia’s full-
scale invasion, including soldiers, medics, volunteers, journalists, and displaced civil-
ians. The online platform presents these accounts through a multimedia exhibition 
integrating texts, images, and audio materials, thereby creating an open digital ar-
chive of women’s wartime experiences. By foregrounding women as witnesses and 
historical agents, HerStory of the War challenges the traditional gendered monopoly 
over war memory and contributes to the preservation and dissemination of women’s 
voices in the public sphere. 

The international online magazine Sestry (‘Sisters’ in Ukrainian) was launched in 
2023 in response to the mass displacement caused by Russia’s full-scale invasion 
(Sestry 2025). Based in Warsaw and produced by Ukrainian and Polish women jour-
nalists, the platform provides a transnational digital space for reporting, essays, and 
first-person testimonies documenting women’s experiences of war and exile. The 
section ‘Stories’ features narratives of women soldiers, medics, journalists, and dis-
placed civilians, combining journalistic documentation with digital storytelling. Al-
though women’s perspectives are central, the project also features materials about 
male protagonists and gender-mixed contexts. In this way, Sestry functions both as 
a media outlet and as a repository of testimonies that record women’s wartime ex-
periences for a transnational audience.

Alongside feminist digital initiatives, several Ukrainian media outlets have also de-
veloped series documenting women’s participation in the war. ELLE Ukraine launched 
the rubric ‘Women at the Front’ in 2024, featuring interviews and photo-portraits 



GENDER AND RESEARCHVolume 27 • Number 1 / 2026

|  36  |

of women officers, medics, and volunteers. Similarly, the platform Ukrainky.com.
ua publishes biographical narratives and analytical materials highlighting Ukrainian 
women’s contributions in the military, civic, and humanitarian fields. Together, these 
initiatives form a broader ecosystem of digital feminist memory documenting wom-
en’s experiences of the ongoing war.

The testimonies analysed in this study were drawn from SESTRY, Ukrainky.com.ua, 
and a range of Ukrainian media outlets including Suspilne, BBC Ukraine, Elle Ukraine, 
and others. A full list of sources is provided in Table 1 in the appendix. 

Methodological considerations
Based on grounded theory methodology and its principles of flexible research de-
sign, our study examines how women serving as active duty soldiers participate in 
Ukraine’s defence on the battlefield against the ongoing Russian imperialist war.3 We 
analyse how, in the context of active service, these women construct subjectivity, 
agency, and practices of remembering through publicly accessible digital narratives 
and emerging textual testimonies. Our aim is not only to identify recurring rhetor-
ical structures but also to explore how narrators construct agency, belonging, and 
memory within the constraints of media formats and socio-political expectations of 
heroism. Since our sample consists of women in active duty, we explicitly approach 
‘women at war’ as a discursive figure produced at the interconnection of heroism, 
care, and professional competence. Rather than reproducing traditional war mythol-
ogies, we trace how these narratives challenge masculinist heroic templates by nor-
malising women’s professional soldiering and life-saving practices, echoing earlier 
efforts (Alexievich [1984] 2018).

Methodologically, we treat these testimonies as elements of a feminist digital 
counter-archive, where epistemic injustice is actively negotiated through self-rep-
resentation rather than passively recorded. Following Zaagsma’s notion (2023) of 
‘the democratizing potential of digitization’ and Robinson’s (2018) concept of digital 

3  In this article we describe the initial analytical stage of a broader research project that applies ground-
ed theory methodology according to Juliet Corbin and Anselm L. Strauss (1990, 2015) as well as Kathy 
Charmaz (2014, 2017). The analysis we present here should therefore be understood as a pilot phase fo-
cusing on open coding and the identification of preliminary analytical categories derived from a corpus 
of testimonies. Within the logic of grounded theory, theory construction is expected to emerge through 
iterative processes of data collection, theoretical sampling, and constant comparison until theoretical 
saturation is reached (Glaser, Strauss 2006 [1967]: 61). As we are still expanding our empirical corpus 
and the theoretical sampling (ibid.: 45) has not yet been completed, with the present study we do not 
aim to formulate a fully developed grounded theory. Rather, we identify emerging analytical categories 
that will inform the subsequent stages of theory building in the larger project on gender roles in war-
time Ukraine between everyday practices and digital performativity.
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memory as a participatory practice, we approached these narratives as both epis-
temic and commemorative acts – instances where women claim the right to narrate 
the war from within.

Sampling and selection criteria
Our study relies on an empirical corpus comprising twenty-five publicly available dig-
ital testimonies documenting women’s participation in the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian 
war. These testimonies include interviews and biographical profiles published between 
2022 and 2025 across feminist digital initiatives as well as in selected Ukrainian me-
dia. These narratives portray women serving as combat-adjacent personnel, frontline 
medics, and paramedics engaged in military actions since 2014.

The testimonies included in this corpus originate from different mediated contexts 
of digital publication, including journalistic interviews in Ukrainian media and narra-
tives curated within feminist digital memory. As narratives produced by women di-
rectly involved in military service, they also constitute war testimonies, recounting the 
lived experiences of the ongoing Russian war against Ukraine. While these formats 
differ in their editorial and curatorial practices, in both cases the narratives appear 
as mediated forms of first-person testimony rather than independently authored ac-
counts. From the perspective of epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007), such testimonies can 
be understood as instances in which historically marginalised epistemic subjects claim 
authority over narrating their own wartime experiences. Many of these narratives are 
collected within initiatives explicitly aimed at documenting women’s participation in 
the war, and therefore function as elements of emerging feminist counter-archives 
that seek to restore women’s visibility in historical memory. At the same time, once 
these narratives enter digital platforms, they become part of what Zaagsma (2023: 9) 
describes as the politics of digitisation, where the selection and circulation of digital 
materials shape which stories about the past become visible. In this sense, the ana-
lysed testimonies function simultaneously as personal accounts of the Russian war in 
Ukraine and as mediated contributions to the emerging digital memory of the war. 

Although women’s role in the Ukrainian Armed Forces has significantly expanded 
during the ongoing war (Radio Svoboda 2025), their public representation remains 
marginalised and gendered. Women in active duty must continually negotiate vis-
ibility and legitimacy while confronting persistent stereotypes that question their 
competence and aauthority (Khromeychuk 2018; Martsenyuk 2023). Research and 
field testimonies repeatedly note that women in military roles face a double burden: 
they must demonstrate professional excellence in a masculinised institution while 
navigating everyday microaggressions, scepticism, and at times open discrimination.

This structural ambivalence makes their self-narration both politically and epistemi-
cally significant. In this context, digital platforms provide a space where women artic-
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ulate their experiences and negotiate belonging and agency within a militarised envi-
ronment. In our sampling procedures we were guided by following selection criteria:

1.	�Explicit self-identification and self-representation as active duty in combat or med-
ical capacity in the form of first-person voice through direct quotation, narrated 
monologue, or identifiable narrator.

2. �Our access to the full content of the testimony in open-access digital archives (pro-
ject websites or media portals) published in the period between 24.2.2022 and 
30.9.2025 (i.e., from the beginning of the full-scale war)

A composed corpus thus represents a hybrid zone between self-representation, jour-
nalism, activism, and digital heritage; a zone where women’s lived experiences in-
tersect with practices of public memory production. The analysed materials were 
selected according to the principles of theoretical sampling (Birks, Hoare and Mills 
2019: 4). Open coding yielded four analytical categories: self-representation, iden-
tities and belonging, agency and mission, and memory and continuity. These cate-
gories informed the subsequent stages of analysis and will be further developed as 
the empirical corpus expands. We exclude visual artefacts and private social media 
posts to ensure comparability. The mentioned above selected digital initiatives such 
as Invisible Battalion, HerStory of the War, and Sestry, we recognise as central nodes 
in Ukraine’s evolving digital memory ecosystem and exemplify curated public femi-
nist remembrance. They frame women not as objects of reportage but as authorised 
narrators of war.

Open coding procedures
Prior to the open coding procedures (Corbin, Strauss 1990: 423), we asked how wom-
en in active duty are positioned themselves within dominant war discourses in relation 
to combat, sacrifice, authority, and competence. We also explored how their speech 
acts recalibrate the gendered intelligibility of soldiering while situating testimonies in 
the institutional and historical context of wartime Ukraine and postcolonial memory 
regimes. Open coding enabled us to identify recurring categories: 

1. �Self-representation includes professional and ethical self-definition and how wom-
en articulate subject positions and professional integrity while challenging stereo-
typical femininity in the military.

2. �Identities and belonging address how narrators negotiate military, civic, and col-
lective identities and express embeddedness in units and networks.

3. �Agency and mission analyse how women frame motivation, duty, and responsibil-
ity, and justify action under constraint. 
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4. �Finally, memory and its continuity examine how narrators construct remembrance 
and situate their experiences within the ongoing history of war.

Through these analytical lenses, we trace how women position themselves as his-
torical agents and custodians of memory, challenging the androcentric and colonial 
epistemologies that shaped traditional archives and historiography. We acknowledge 
the limitations of curated digital testimonies, including editorial framing and potential 
self-censorship under wartime conditions, and address them through cross-sourcing 
across activist archives and media. 

Analysis and findings

Self-representation: speaking from the frontline
Women’s self-representation in digital war narratives constitutes a discursive practice 
through which speakers construct professional military identity while negotiating the 
marginalised position of the woman soldier within masculinised institutional spaces. 
Narrators present army service as professional specialisation, emphasising technical 
knowledge, operational competence, and deliberate vocational choice. From the 
perspective of testimonial injustice (Fricker 2007), these narratives challenge stereo-
types that historically undermine women’s credibility as military professionals. Daria 
‘Anakonda’, a drone operator, articulates this logic of parity explicitly: ‘I must show 
people that I work on equal terms with men, that I am not a little girl who is simply 
in the army, I am a fighter.’4 The binary opposition between дівчинка (‘little girl’) 
and боєць (‘fighter’) indexes an epistemic struggle against the stereotypical infan-
tilisation of a woman, the transition from symbolic presence to professional subject-
hood. Veronika ‘Palianytsia’, a combat medic, defines her practice through procedural 
precision: ‘The main work of a combat medic is to take him [the injured person] from 
point A, transport him to point B, and hand him over to the doctors.’ Similarly, Olek-
sandra Chorna describes evacuation under fire in procedural detail, asserting medical 
expertise as skilled labour. A recurrent theme across the corpus is свідомий вибір 
(‘conscious choice’). Women frame their participation as deliberate and prepared. 
Olena Ryzh explains: ‘There is a short and a long answer. The short one is a call of 
the heart. The long one – many components influenced my decision [to join Ukrainian 
Military Forces].’ Viktoriia Kravchenko, with fourteen years of service, similarly insists: 
‘I made my conscious choice back then and understood what military activity entails.’ 
Such utterances reposition female participation within the epistemic field of reason. 
Preparation further reinforces this legitimacy. Olena Totel recounts: ‘I signed up for 

4  The full list of testimonies analysed in the study is available in the appendix.
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martial arts, the gym, and shooting, and also underwent a full medical examination.’ 
When asked about her goal, whether she was here to train her glutes, she responds: 
‘We’re going to make me into a machine’, redefining the body as an instrument of 
disciplined readiness for defence, replacing stereotypical beauty ideals.

Narrators also expose the stereotypes, double standards, and systemic barriers 
women face and sometimes internalised gender scripts. Externally, structural gate-
keeping persists through paternalistic rationalisations. Olena Ryzh observes: ‘For men 
everything is simple, you came, they processed you. For a woman it’s mandatory; 
without a recommendation they don’t even want to talk.’ Kateryna Halushka recalls 
one commander’s remark: ‘He said I would distract the fighters, because there are 
many young, single guys among them. Every second matters and can cost a life, and 
I had to run a mile through the trenches because I am a woman.’ 

Uniform provision represents similar patterns of gendered stereotyping and epis-
temic invisibility. Until early 2024, women were issued only male-pattern uniforms. 
Another Kateryna, a servicemember in the Special Operations Forces, explains: ‘Before 
that I wore the men’s one. But the movement “Veteranka” (Female Veteran) made a 
women’s uniform tailored to my measurements and gifted it to me.’ The inadequa-
cy of women’s uniforms and underwear was recognised in the army but not under-
stood as an indicator of systemic exclusion. ‘Imagine: a girl comes to serve, and they 
give her men’s shorts instead of underwear. Sometimes it’s uncomfortable, although 
they’re warm and good, they cover half of you.’ 

The (female) volunteers thus became both a producer of material solutions and 
an epistemic actor that translated women’s embodied experience into institutional 
visibility. From the perspective of testimonial injustice (Fricker 2007), these accounts 
expose how gender stereotypes manifest not only in discourse but also in supplies 
and infrastructure. The military system implicitly assumed that the standard body 
was male, rendering women’s bodies epistemically marginal. The lack of appropriate 
uniforms has become a metaphor of epistemic exclusion: women are literally not fit-
ted into the institutional design. When women volunteer groups take the initiative to 
create tailored uniforms, they enact epistemic repair and transform structural neglect 
into collective recognition.

Moreover, the symbolic invisibility surrounding female heroism parallels this mate-
rial absence. As Halushka remarks: ‘When my comrade was killed, everyone wrote 
about him. About the female medic who evacuated the wounded under the same 
fire – they mentioned her in the last paragraph. Why? Because she’s a woman? Be-
cause her work is “natural”?’ This double standard reflects how gendered labour is 
normalised into invisibility: women’s contributions are framed as extensions of care, 
not as professional sacrifice and heroism.
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Taken together, these testimonies show how self-representation functions as epis-
temic repair. Circulating through digital platforms, these narratives also function as 
elements of emerging digital war memory, where personal testimony becomes part 
of a distributed archive of the ongoing war. These narratives represent a postcoloni-
al practice of claiming control over systems of knowledge and memory. By narrating 
competence, conscious choice, and embodied professionalism, women transform 
invisibility into recognition and stereotype into the structure of critique. Rather than 
producing a new ‘Great Women’ narrative, even though some of the narrators have 
become publicly visible figures, these accounts foreground the collective professional 
practices and everyday military work through which women challenge the gendered 
structures of military memory. In this sense, the narratives complicate personalised 
heroic models of war memory.

From here, the question shifts from representation to embeddedness: how do 
women who have gained visibility and legitimacy within masculinised structures ne-
gotiate belonging and collective identity?

Role and belonging: embeddedness and collective identity
Women’s narratives of active service move beyond individualised professionalism 
to construct embeddedness and belonging as a constitutive dimension of military 
identity. In these accounts, belonging is an epistemic condition for action under 
constraint: competence is recognised, validated, and stabilised through relations of 
trust, mutual accountability, and shared memory. The first axis of embeddedness is 
intra-unit solidarity, which converts visibility into acceptance. Drone operator Daria 
‘Anakonda’ foregrounds how peer recognition offsets isolation: ‘I am the only female 
pilot in the battalion. My brothers-in-arms have supported me very much…’ Here, 
legitimacy is conferred not by exceptionalism but by integration into a collaborative 
workflow, where competence is actionable and witnessed. The same logic underpins 
Valeriia’s ‘Osa’ formula, ‘The army is like a family, only larger’, which reframes the 
military as a warm community of practice whose cohesion is ethical (care) and opera-
tional (shared risk). Affective belonging here is articulated through kinship metaphors 
that transform military camaraderie into epistemic community. Kateryna Halushko 
conceptualises service as a shared ordeal rather than an institutional duty: ‘The army 
is not only the frontline and combat tasks but also a community of people who go 
through extremely difficult trials together. It is in such conditions that a strong bond 
between people is formed.’

This recognition of collective endurance reframes belonging as ethical and affective 
infrastructure. Olena Ryzh develops this metaphor of kinship further, extending it be-
yond metaphorical solidarity to embodied social reality: ‘I have gained many brothers. 
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I have a biological brother, many cousins, and now an incredible number of broth-
ers in the literal sense of the word. That is why the words pobratym [побратим / 
brother-in-arms] and posestra [посестра / sister-in-arms] are perfectly true to reality.’

Belonging is also epistemic trust: the right to be believed in one’s task and limits. 
Iryna Kleimenova notes that candid talk is possible only with those who have seen 
the same things: ‘One can speak openly only with those who have seen what I have 
seen.’ This is a precise description of how war experience creates interpretive commu-
nities. Such interpretive communities also contribute to postcoloniality by questioning 
persistent structures of domination and epistemic visibility within military institutions 
and public narratives of war. This formulation captures the emergence of interpre-
tive communities bound by lived experience: testimony becomes credible only within 
networks that have themselves witnessed violence. War, in this sense, generates lo-
calised hermeneutical resources, allowing participants to make sense of what would 
otherwise remain socially unintelligible. Such relational epistemology shifts the focus 
from the individual experience of war to collective intelligibility. Knowing is here a 
distributed process grounded in mutual recognition. Through trust, shared labour, 
and affective endurance, women transform the abstract ideal of comradeship into a 
specific epistemic infrastructure sustaining military effectiveness and psychological 
survival alike. Taken together, these narratives demonstrate that belonging is not the 
aftermath of recognition but its condition of possibility. It is through belonging that 
women acquire the authority to speak, act, and remember. In Fricker’s terms, such 
communities help overcome hermeneutical injustice, providing shared interpretive 
resources through which women’s war experiences become intelligible.

Mission and agency
Across the sample, mission as epistemic agency under constraint emerges as a self-de-
fined structure of agency grounded in conscious choice (свідомий вибір / svidomyi 
vybir), moral debt (борг / borh), professionalism, and love as an ethics of action. As 
Olena Ryzh formulates it: ‘After February 24, I realised that I had lived in a vacuum, 
not seeing the war that had been going on since 2014. I began to feel that I owed 
something to the country.’ These words resonate with Kateryna Petrenko: ‘I have no 
right to be a civilian.’

For Khrystyna ‘Curly’, professionalism itself becomes a moral discipline and mission: 
‘No one can do my job better than I can. I want to hand over Ukraine in a better con-
dition than I received it from my parents.’ Combat medic Marta Demianchuk express-
es this orientation towards practical ethics: ‘I focus on saving people.’ Expertise here 
becomes the language of moral authority, where professional dedication transforms 
into moral practice, reinforcing the idea of epistemic parity through competence.
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Finally, love emerges as a mode of action that bridges emotion and civic agency. ‘I want 
to end this war with victory for the sake of my daughter and my mother… I hope that 
our work, the service of my brothers and sisters in arms, will make sure that she doesn’t 
have to take up arms’, explains Veronika ‘Palyanytsia’, translating this ethics into an ob-
ligation of future-oriented responsibility. Similarly, Yaryna Chornohuz asserts: ‘I would 
not call it revenge. I would call it love. I do not hate Russians. I simply protect those I love.’ 
Taken together, these testimonies construct a framework of moral reasoning ground-
ed in conscious mission, inserting individual agency, obligation, professionalism, and 
love as disciplined action. In Fricker’s (2007) terms, this represents a form of epistemic 
repair, the reclamation of interpretive authority through acts that redefine women’s 
war participation as a site of moral and cognitive agency.

Memory and continuity
Within the testimonial sample, memory and continuity operate as epistemic dimen-
sions through which women transform participation into narration and narration into 
collective knowledge. Their statements situate individual experience within broader 
temporal and moral horizons, where acting, witnessing, and remembering converge 
as interdependent forms of agency. Remembrance is not perceived here as retro-
spective commemoration, because these narratives enact it as an ongoing epistemic 
practice, a means of inscribing meaning into the present (Esposito 2002) for it not to 
be forgotten, and transmitting it forward. In this sense, women’s wartime testimonies 
contribute to postcoloniality by overcoming unequal and uneven forces of cultural 
representation in the digital realm and memory construction.

Olena Totel articulates transition from understandable fear to action: ‘What pushed 
me was that I didn’t want to be in an occupation and without a weapon. For me, be-
ing a civilian when occupiers might walk down my street – that’s the greatest fear.’ 
Her notions redefine fear as an epistemic threshold: to act is to reclaim authorship 
over one’s own vulnerability, to refuse the interpretive position of passive victimhood. 
Testimonies of this kind exemplify epistemic counteraction in Fricker’s terms (2007), 
the production of knowledge through acts that resist both material and hermeneu-
tical marginalisation.

Kateryna, active in Special Operations Forces, extends this logic to the contempla-
tion of mortality: ‘I don’t want to die from a Shahed drone5 in an apartment building. 
If I am to die – and that’s entirely possible – I want to take several enemies with me.’ 
Here, death is reframed as intentional agency rather than passive fate. The speaker 

5  Shahed drones are drones based on Iranian technology and they have been used massively by Russia 
to attack Ukrainian military and civil objects.
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transforms exposure into authorship, positioning herself as an active subject even at 
the limit of existence. Such utterances mark the emergence of living archives: em-
bodied sites of knowledge where the act of speaking is inseparable from the act of 
living and enduring.

Continuity, in turn, unfolds as an intergenerational horizon. Valentyna Zhelezko 
(‘Valkyriia’) declares: ‘We are writing the history of our country now. I want to leave 
a worthy trace. Someday I will tell my grandchildren: “your grandmother, Valkyriia, 
helped to fight the enemy”.’ Valentyna’s voice situates women’s military participation 
within a lineage of civic transmission, turning remembrance into a pedagogical and 
ethical inheritance, to remember through doing.

Taken together, these testimonies illustrate how marginalised participants of war 
produce knowledge that counters hermeneutical marginalisation (Fricker 2007) and 
delineate a feminist mode of historiography grounded in epistemic agency while 
gaining subjectivity: knowledge that is lived, enacted, and continuously reproduced 
and first-hand told through women’s participation in the ongoing history of war. 

Discussion and conclusions

The analysed testimonies reveal the woman at war not simply as a social role or bi-
ographical category, but as a discursive site where epistemic repair is actively enact-
ed. Within the digital counter-archives, women reconstitute themselves as epistemic 
agents through self-representation, professional competence, and interpretive au-
thority. Speaking from within the war, they destabilise the testimonial asymmetry 
embedded in military and media discourses, reclaiming credibility that has historically 
been denied. Their narratives perform epistemic repair by transforming absence into 
articulated presence, and silence into situated skilled-based and experience-based 
knowledge. The voice of women thus becomes both testimony and theory: a visi-
ble critique of androcentric epistemologies that have defined whose experiences are 
historically intelligible.

The digital testimonies analysed in this study, twenty-five publicly available nar-
ratives of Ukrainian women serving in the military forces, exemplify how self-rep-
resentation in the media functions as a site of epistemic and symbolic transformation. 
Although most of these testimonies were not originally produced within structured 
feminist initiatives, they nonetheless participate in the wider ecosystem of Ukraine’s 
digital memory, intersecting with activist, journalistic, and artistic forms of public his-
tory. In this sense, they represent spontaneous, decentralised extensions of feminist 
counter-archival logic rather than institutionalised archives.

Through first-person storytelling, women construct epistemic agency in a com-
municative field long defined by masculine authority. Their testimonies have two 
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functions: reclaiming credibility in militarised discourse and producing new interpre-
tive resources for understanding women’s war experience. By publicly articulating 
competence, decision-making, and belonging, these narrators counter testimonial 
injustice (Fricker 2007) and reconfigure the gendered economy of trust. Each narra-
tive becomes an act of epistemic repair, transforming invisibility into recognition and 
redefining what counts as legitimate wartime knowledge. At the same time, the col-
lective resonance of these testimonies signals the emergence of distributed memory 
practices. When women narrate combat, evacuation, or active duty, they generate 
interpretive communities grounded in shared endurance and mutual validation. The 
idioms of pobratym and posestra transform affective ties into epistemic infrastructure: 
belonging functions not as sentiment but as the condition of credibility. Through rep-
etition, circulation, and citation across digital media, these stories form a living corpus 
of feminist witnessing that diffuses across journalistic and public spaces.

Importantly, the uncoordinated character of these testimonies underscores the 
democratising potential of the digital sphere (Zaagsma 2023). Visibility here is not 
granted by curators or institutions but produced through mediated self-articulation. 
This decentralisation of commemoration reveals how ordinary acts of speech can 
accumulate into a collective counter-memory. These dispersed narratives illustrate 
how digital media enable grassroots remembrance that operates outside institution-
al frameworks while still contributing to epistemic justice. From the postcolonial and 
postsocialist perspective, the testimonies of Ukrainian women in combat reconfigure 
both the geography and epistemology of feminist memory. These digital counter-ar-
chives emerge from a postsocialist terrain historically subjected to imperial epistemic 
hierarchies, where knowledge, legitimacy, and even grief were mediated through 
dominant Soviet (Russian) colonial frameworks. Within this context, speaking from 
the frontline becomes a decolonial act: an assertion of interpretive sovereignty and 
a refusal to remain an object of history written elsewhere – that is, decolonised gen-
dered subjects at war for freedom and self-determination. In this sense, these testi-
monies engage with the coloniality of knowledge not only as a ‘modern syndrome’ 
(Tlostanova 2024), but also as a historical one, where gendered history is created in 
the moment of narration.

By narrating war from within, these women occupy a border epistemology, a stand-
point situated between global modernity and local experience, where subaltern sub-
jects reclaim their right to theorise their own condition. Their testimonies resist both 
the exoticisation of Ukrainian suffering and the paternalistic framing of women as 
humanitarian subjects rather than political actors. Through self-representation, they 
transform testimonial space into a locus of epistemic autonomy, producing knowledge 
from lived positionality. Women’s wartime testimonies also contribute to rethinking 
gender roles in wartime Ukraine by situating women’s narratives at the intersection 
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of memory construction, everyday military practices, and digital performativity. In 
this sense, Ukrainian women’s voices at war challenge the epistemic coloniality that 
has historically confined Eastern Europe to the semi-peripheral role of the imitator 
rather than the producer of theory. Their accounts demonstrate that the decolonisa-
tion of knowledge in the region cannot rely solely on Western feminist paradigms; it 
must primarily emerge from within the embodied, affective, and linguistic realities of 
post-Soviet subjectivities. This becomes possible when women articulate fear, duty, 
and love as structured forms of agency and disobedience to the epistemic injustice.
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Table 1. A study sample of women’s testimonies in combat

� Source
Name, 
callsign

Position  
in the Army

Additional  
Information

1 https://24tv.ua/
mobilizatsiya-zhinok-
droni-pro-rishennya-
yti-armiyu-intervyu_
n2853644

Daria 
‘Anaconda’

Drone operator, 
aerial reconnaissance 
specialist

21 years old, the only 
female pilot in the 
battalion of unmanned 
systems

2 https://suspilne.media/
cherkasy/897421-
divcina-v-armii-ak-
stavlatsa-do-zinok-
zahisnic-na-vijskovij-
sluzbi/

Anastasiia 
Bobkova

Lieutenant in the 
Ukrainian Border 
Guard Service

3 https://suspilne.media/
odesa/538563-ak-ce-
buti-zinkou-v-armii-
intervu-z-feldserkou-
veronikou-palaniceu/

Veronika 
‘Palianytsia’ 

Combat medic and 
psychologist, 122nd 
Territorial Defence 
Brigade

She was the youngest 
city council member 
(26 years old) and 
worked at a children’s 
rehabilitation centre. 
Although she had 
the opportunity to 
leave the country, she 
received a military 
summons and joined 
the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine

4 https://www.bbc.com/
ukrainian/articles/
c8dmv934dvvo

Kateryna 
(name 
changed)

Soldier, service member 
of the 3rd Regiment of 
the Special Operations 
Forces

Mother

5 https://blog.eva.ua/
zhinky-na-bojovyh-
posadah-v-armiyi-
interv-yu-e-rozmova-z-
olenoyu-ryzh

Olena ‘Ryzh’ Soldier, field medic, 
infantrywoman, 47th 
Brigade

Before the full-scale 
invasion: a trainer in 
the HoReCa sector

6 https://blog.eva.
ua/e-rozmova-interv-
yu-zi-starshoyu-
lejtenantkoyu-ngu-
hrystynoyu-kudryavoyu/

Khrystyna 
‘Curly’ 

Senior lieutenant in 
the National Guard 
of Ukraine, deputy 
commander of a 
mortar battery

Has served for 10 years

7 https://rozmova.
wordpress.
com/2025/03/18/
kateryna-halushka-3/

Kateryna 
Halushka

Combat medic 
and strategic 
communications officer

In 2019, Kateryna 
joined the volunteer 
foundation Come Back 
Alive, where she told 
the stories of those 
defending the country

8 https://www.
sestry.eu/statti/
koli-povertaieshsya-
dodomu-staie-vazhko

Marta 
Demianchuk

Combat medic, 
journalist

She holds a degree in 
journalism and joined 
the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine in 2020, after 
serving in a volunteer 
battalion since 2014

9 https://www.
sestry.eu/statti/
boyova-medikinya-
oleksandra-chorna-koli-
chas-ide-na-sekundi-ya-
ne-vidchuvayu-bolyu

Oleksandra 
Chorna 
‘Swallow’

Combat medic, 
member of an 
evacuation crew, 39th 
Separate Coastal 
Defence Brigade

52 years old, volunteer, 
accountant, daughter 
and wife of militarians; 
mother of three, 
grandmother

10 https://www.sestry.eu/
statti/budu-rozpovidati-
onukam-yak-yihnya-
babusya-valkiriya-
boronila-nebo

Valentyna 
Zhelezko 
‘Valkyria’

Bucha Witches — 
Mobile Fire Group 
(drone interception 
unit)

Before the full-scale 
invasion: veterinarian, 
52 years old; mother 
of three

11 https://www.sestry.
eu/statti/olena-totel-
u-sportzali-trenerka-
zapitala-shcho-
kachaiemo-popu-ta-ni-
kazhu-budemo-robiti-z-
mene-mashinu

Olena Totel FPV drone pilot, 13th 
Brigade of the National 
Guard of Ukraine 
‘Khartia’

Before the full-scale 
invasion: editor-in-chief 
at a TV channel in 
Dnipro

12 https://behindthenews.
ua/spetsproiekti/
po-toy-bik-genderu/
yarina-chornoguz-
jinka-v-armiyi-zaznae-
viprobuvan-chi-gotova-
priynyati-svoyu-rol-
u-patriarhalnomu-
sensi-345/

Yaryna 
Chornoguz 
‘Yara’

Paramedic and 
reconnaissance officer, 
140th Marine Battalion

Poet, listed among the 
100 most influential 
women in Ukraine. 
She completed training 
with the Hospitallers 
Battalion and went 
on her first rotation 
in 2019 – one of four 
she served with in 
the medical battalion; 
mother of a daughter

13 https://dou.ua/lenta/
interviews/military-
recruiter-about-
women-mobilization/14 
травня, 10:00 9542 

Daria 
Marusyk

Recruiter, 412th 
Unmanned Systems 
Regiment ‘Nemesis’

Before the full-scale 
invasion: PR lead at 
Appflame; mother 
of a 9-year-old 
son, daughter of a 
militarian

14 https://elle.ua/ludi/
interview/zhinki-na-
fronti-10-zapitan-
oficerci-zsu-viktorii-
kravchenko/

Viktoriia 
Kravchenko

Major, military 
psychologist. 

14 years of service in 
the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine; mother

15 https://femwork.org/
blog/feministky-pro-
wiunu-6/

Anna 
Ivantsyk

Servicewoman of 
the 24th Separate 
Mechanized Brigade 
named after King 
Danylo, combat medic

Civic activist; mother

16 https://mezha.net/
ua/mysli/interv-
iu-z-zhinkoiu-
viiskovosluzhbovytseiu-
dyskryminatsiia-
pohrozy-vid-viiskovykh-
rf-i-arestovych/

Karina 
Huseinova

Deputy Commander of 
the 1st Tank Company 
for the Moral and 
Psychological Support 
of the Tank Battalion, 
72nd Separate 
Mechanised Brigade 
named after the Black 
Zaporizhians – Senior 
Lieutenant

26 years old, 
professional 
servicewoman; her 
father is a military 
officer. She received 
a military education 
and has served in 
the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine since 2018

17 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/yuliya-mykytenko-
ukrayinka-yaka-
stvoryla-pershyj-
zhinochyj-vzvod/

Yuliia 
Mykytenko

Platoon commander 
of a reconnaissance 
company in the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine, 
serving since 2016

Has served in the 
Armed Forces of 
Ukraine since 2016.
A former translator, 
professional soldier, 
and activist who 
advanced from 
a clerk to a UAV 
platoon commander. 
Contributed 
significantly to 
changing attitudes 
toward women in 
the military She 
founded Ukraine’s first 
all-women military 
platoon.

18 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/zhinky-u-vijni-
lyubov-plaksyuk-
persha-zhinka-yaka-
ocholyla-artpidrozdil-
zsu/

Liubov 
Plaksiuk

The first woman to 
head an artillery unit 
in the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine, commander 
of a self-propelled 
artillery battery of the 
26th Artillery Brigade 
named after General 
Roman Dashkevych

A former translator, 
professional soldier, 
and activist who 
advanced from 
a clerk to a UAV 
platoon commander. 
Contributed 
significantly to 
changing attitudes 
toward women in 
the military She 
founded Ukraine’s first 
all-women military 
platoon.

19 https://ukrainky.
com.ua/znaj-nashu-
yevgeniya-bakaj-
persha-v-istoriyi-vms-
zsu-shturmanka-flotu/

Yevheniia 
Bakai

 The first female naval 
navigator in the history 
of the Ukrainian Navy

By profession, a history 
teacher; serving in 
the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine since 2016

20 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/anastasiyi-czianid-
skrypalka-shho-stala-
bojovoyu-medykyneyu/

Anastasiia 
‘Cyanide’

Combat medic 
instructor in medical 
training at the 
Educational Centre of 
the Territorial Defence 
Forces Command of 
the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine

Before the full-scale 
invasion: a violinist

21 https:// 
www.pravda.com.ua/
articles/2022/08/02/ 
7361430/

Valeriia 
‘Wasp’ 

Assault trooper of the 
128th Brigade

25 years old, _ , she 
was awarded the 
Order ‘For Courage’, 
3rd Class, and the state 
medal ‘To a Defender 
of the Fatherland’; 
mother, her husband is 
also a militarian

22 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/ya-mala-kvytky-u-
francziyu-ale-poyihala-
na-spivbesidu-v-borovu-
istoriya-zhurnalistky-
kateryny-petrenko-
yaka-dobrovilno-
pryyednalasya-do-zsu/

Kateryna 
Petrenko

Journalist serving in the 
Public Relations Service 
of the 148th Separate 
Artillery Brigade of the 
Ukrainian Air Assault 
Forces

Journalist

23 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/zhinka-saper-
yak-zhytomyryanka-
ilona-kulykivska-
rozminovuye-ukrayinu/

Ilona 
Kulykivska

Combat engineer and 
explosives technician

Police officer with 
15 years of service, 
holding the rank of 
Captain; mother of 
2 adult daughters

24 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/zhinky-u-vijni-
iryna-klejmenova-
psyhologynya-yaka-
pishla-u-zsu-i-voyuye-
na-peredovij/

Iryna 
Kleimenova

Frontline service 
member and combat 
psychologist

Volunteered since 
2014, joined the 
military in 2022; 
mother of 2

25 https://ukrainky.com.
ua/zhinky-u-vijni-
olesya-vorotnyuk-
baleryna-yaka-pishla-
na-vijnu/

Olesia 
Vorotniuk

Serving in the 
Territorial Defence 
Forces

Before the full-scale 
invasion: a ballerina

Source: Authors.
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