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7. Representations and Mythologisations of Aleksandrinke in Slovenian
Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131



Marina Lukšič Hacin
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Alexandrian Women in Prvačina with Dirk Hoerder, the members of the Society
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I. Aleksandrinke





Mirjam Milharčič Hladnik

1. Trans-Mediterranean Women Domestic Workers:
Historical and Contemporary Perspectives

Introduction

Aleksandrinstvo is the general name of the phenomenon of mass emigration
from the Western Slovenian region of Goriška to Egypt, whose protagonists,
aleksandrinke, were women. They were young women, widows, wives, and
mothers who sought short or long-term employment in Egyptian cities. They
mostly worked as chambermaids, cooks, and various other kinds of domestic
helpers, frequently as nannies, sometimes as governesses, teachers, and wet
nurses. Since the destination of their migration was the port city of Alexandria,
at home they were referred to as aleksandrinke – Alexandrian women – and
under this name they remain recorded in the collective memory. From the
second half of the nineteenth century until 1954, when it eventually came to an
end, aleksandrinstvo was an important component of the economy of the Gor-
iška region.1 The Slovenian ethnic territory, a part of the Habsburg Empire for
centuries, was divided after World War I. The main and biggest part became a
constitutional entity of the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (from
1929 the Kingdom of Yugoslavia). The small part in the North, Koroška, became
part of Austria as a result of a referendum in 1919. The Western part, known as
Primorska, which included Goriška (heavily destroyed during the Isonzo front
in World War I), became part of Italy as a result of the Rapallo Treaty. The
population in Primorska suffered under the Fascist regime from 1921 to 1943.

This involved economic, social and ideological measures that the Italian regime used to
force the population to “become” Italian. When the measures stirred revolt, the answer

1 In the book, aleksandrinstvo will be used as the name of the phenomenon, aleksandrinke as
the name of the women who migrated (aleksandrinka sing.) and the region of emigration,
Goriška (region) and sometimes Primorska (region) as a name for the broader Western part of
the Slovenian ethnic territory, which includes Goriška. A number of geographical names
throughout the book are used in Slovenian, Italian, or German, in the three languages of this
ethnically and linguistically diverse and politically contested territory where borders and
names changed constantly during the twentieth century (see Map 1).



was State brutality, forced migration, killings, imprisonments, and devastating tax
policy. On the part of the population, the reaction was armed resistance and exodus.
People left for Yugoslavia, Argentina, the United States, and women especially, for
Egypt. After the Second World War, most of the Primorska region returned to Slovenia,
which became part of the socialist federation, Yugoslavia. Slovenia became an in-
dependent state in the process of the break-up of Yugoslavia in 1991. (Milharčič
Hladnik 2014, 2)

Aleksandrinstvo represented a vital economic resource for the households of
farmers and workers, while its magnitude also gave it a systemic character.
Emigration was a social strategy that had entered into the reasoning of women
and of entire communities of this region and played an important role in meeting
their socio-economic needs and in planning their individual and collective life
paths. As such, it brought with it dramatic changes in the role of women and
men, in the value placed on women’s work within the traditional economy and
within the internal dynamics of their society of origin, both at the level of
families and the wider community as well as in the relationships between gen-
erations. This emigration had a profound impact on women’s self-esteem and, at
the same time, on the public image of migrants as non-conventional female
characters whose reputation fluctuated between silent thankful adoration and
loud moral condemnation. Regarding aleksandrinke and aleksandrinstvo, there
are two contrasting interpretations, deeply embedded in the collective memory
and national imagination and linked to two different perspectives: the (Catholic)

Map 1: The changing borders of Slovenia and the cluster of villages in the Goriška region
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discourse of suffering and sacrifice and the (feminist) discourse of freedom and
emancipation.

On the one side, the emphasis is on female sacrifice, placed in the moralist
discourse of the sexually dangerous Orient and the devastating effects of free-
dom. Female suffering, mourning, and longing for home inside this inter-
pretation even surpass the suffering of the abandoned children and husbands
who stayed at home. In this image, two things are blurred: the saving of families,
homes, farms, and properties and also the fact that the decisions about migra-
tion to Egypt were always tied to family survival strategies. The image em-
phasised is that of abandoned children as the essence of the phenomenon, and
amongst aleksandrinke, the ones put in focus are wet nurses and mothers.

On the other side, the emphasis is on the treatment of aleksandrinke stemming
from interpretations that focus upon their courage, decisiveness, resourcefulness,
and success. The suffering and longing are offset by the emancipation and freedom
in the multicultural environment of a developed Mediterranean country ; and the
abandoned children and husbands are offset by the calculations of the great and
decisive financial contributions of migrant women that saved families and estates.
In the intersection of both interpretations lies not only the question of the politics of
gender but also that of the politics of remembrance. Both extremes raise the need
for a more wholesome and complex treatment of this migration phenomenon.

From oblivion to recognition

Thus, it is not surprising that the phenomenon was, for half a century, buried
under a thick blanket of oblivion, denial, shame, and traumatic memories that
we have only recently started to remove. The first public study dates from 1993,
when Aleksandrinke, a popular book by journalist Dorica Makuc, was published
(Makuc 1993).2 The book was presented as a part of an exhibition in the Goriška
Museum a year later, but they both received only local coverage. The exhibition,
curated by Inga Miklavčič-Brezigar and titled Wives – mothers, servants, wet
nurses divided in the struggle for daily bread between the family and the overseas
(1994) was the first attempt to present aleksandrinstvo in Goriška.3 Miklavčič-
Brezigar’s exhibition was accompanied by an Italian exhibition about the in-
stitution of wet nursing in the region of Belluno in the nineteenth and the early

2 Dorica Makuc is also the author of a documentary that the Slovenian national television (RTV-
SLO) showed in 1974, but at that time it did not resonant significantly among the Slovenian
public. The interviews with aleksandrinke that Makuc collected in the film and in the book are
invaluable material.

3 Inga Miklavčič-Brezigar is also the co-author of the first presentation of aleksandrinstvo in
English (Barbič and Miklavčič-Brezigar 1999).
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twentieth century : rural women joined, as wet nurses, a system of agencies
looking for young wives, setting them up for medical check-ups and thus pro-
viding healthy wet nurses for aristocratic and bourgeois families in the cities of
northern Italy (Perco 1984). Very often, the only possibility of income for rural
girls and women who were making the transition from the countryside into town
was as nannies or servants; the wet nurses were particularly well paid. The wider
historical context significantly illuminated the Alexandrian routes, as the
women from Goriška first went to Egypt with their Italian employers. It is not
unimportant that both exhibitions gave the most attention to the wet nurses,
though they were a minority amongst aleksandrinke.

The fictionalised accounts of aleksandrinke by Slovenian writer Marjan
Tomšič (2002, 2006) followed this highlighting of wet nurses: while his im-
mensely popular novels introduced aleksandrinstvo to the wider Slovenian
audience for the first time – and won the author the highest national cultural
award – his fictionalisation stuck obsessively to the Catholic normative re-
garding sexuality, presented the suffering and destruction of women, and, for the
most part, judged and condemned aleksandrinke. With Marjan Tomšič’s novels,
an equation sign was drawn between aleksandrinke and wet nurses as well as
between aleksandrinstvo and abandoned children; the collective memory was
fixed. The phenomenon of the female migration in all its scope was – again –
reduced to the prescribed social and religious perception of a (lactating) mother,
and the understanding of the societies, fatally linked to the migration, set into
the Orientalist interpretation. But this time, not for long.

In 2005, there was a sudden and unusually intensive breakthrough in the
treatment of aleksandrinke – both in methods and in interpretations. Works and
projects appeared in different fields: art projects, documentary films, theatre
performances, lectures, exhibitions, and research. Also in 2005, the interested
public from the villages in Goriška organised themselves into the Society for the
Preservation of the Cultural Heritage of the Alexandrian Women ;4 a year
later, a participatory museum of aleksandrinke opened in the village of Prvačina.
From the local level, where the positive treatment of aleksandrinstvo appeared in
the form of collecting material and immaterial heritage and organising ex-
hibitions, round tables, lectures, performances, and events, the interest now
spread to the national level.

Daša Koprivec, a curator in the Slovene Ethnographic Museum, who also
prepared the exhibition in Ljubljana, started researching the phenomenon. The
representatives of the state unveiled memorial plaques in Egypt in 2007 and 2010
and attended the openings of exhibitions and symposia. The exhibition Hidden

4 The Museum’s and Society’s website: http://www.aleksandrinke.si/eng/.
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Faces of Alexandria: Slovenian school sisters and aleksandrinke5, prepared in the
Goriška Museum in 2009 by Inga Miklavčič-Brezigar, was opened by the pres-
ident of the Republic of Slovenia with the Egyptian ambassador also in at-
tendance. National and international audiences got acquainted with aleksan-
drinke via an extremely well-received documentary of the same name, which was
a Slovenian, Egyptian, and Italian co-production (Pevec 2011). It was shown on
Slovenian national public television, had a normal run in the Slovenian art house
cinema network, and was screened in Egypt and at many festivals at home and
abroad. It won a number of awards, including the Prešeren Fund Award, the
highest Slovenian award for culture for the director Metod Pevec in 2013.

This breakthrough spurred further in-depth scientific study and research:
conferences and symposia were organised, studies conducted, and academic
articles published. Researchers in Trieste organised a bilingual conference and
published a bilingual academic monograph Le rotte di Alexandria, Po aleks-
andrijskih poteh [Following the Alexandrian Routes/The Routes of Alexandria]
(Perý, Vascotto 2011). In it, historian Marta Verginella picturesquely describes
the consequences and interpretations of the transgression of not only geo-
graphic, but also social and national borders:

The first to have written on female transgression of social and national borders were
travellers who visited Egypt, priests who were worried about the moral life of female
migrants and later also politicians and municipal administrators who were dealing
with economic and administrative consequences of female migration to Alexandria
and Cairo. For the nationally minded men who supported the image of a “loving and
caring wife and mother”, the wet nurses from Primorska were a source of great shame,
as they left their own children to feed those of strangers’. From the point of view of the
defenders of national interests the women who were leaving to Egypt were “hindering
the defence power of the nation”. Foreigners could have easily – in the absence of the
family and village control – seduced and dishonoured them: abroad, even the most
virtuous girls and wives could become women of dubious reputation. (Verginella 2011,
156)

Between sacrifice and emancipation

Aleksandrinke so prišle domov [Aleksandrinke returned home], an extensive
book of testimonies and memories of the descendants of aleksandrinke richly
equipped with photographic material was published in 2012. The author Peter
Zorn, himself a descendant of an aleksandrinka, wrote in the introduction that

5 The Congregation of the Sisters of the Order of St. Francis and of Christ the King has worked in
Alexandria since 1908.
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the book is neither a history book nor a work of fiction – it is “a book, written
with heart”:

The word “aleksandrinka” was almost a swear word for decades in our villages. Women
didn’t want to talk about their lives and experience abroad, because the society branded
them as unchaste, as bad wives and mothers. Only in the last couple of years are we
learning about and recognising their role. They were fighters for national rights, they
started the process of emancipation of women and their equality, they were the heralds
of Slovenehood abroad. They brought money, but also knowledge and culture to Pri-
morska. To know aleksandrinke means to know an important part of history of the
nineteenth and twentieth century. (Zorn 2012, 10)

Zorn caught the last moment to gather testimonies and memories of this great
migration of women from Goriška to North Africa. All aleksandrinke are dead by
now, and their stories have survived in the memories of their descendants and
relatives. In Zorn’s book, one testimony after another tells us about women from
farms in debt that, after the devastation of World War I, came under the fascist
government of Benito Mussolini, who used high interests on the loans as an
effective instrument of the denationalisation policy and expropriation.

The only thing that protected farms from repossession was the migration of
women who went to work in Egypt. Later what was pinned onto them was an
image of loss, pain, and guilt for having left their families and their homeland. In

Bilje village, devastated during World War I
Source: Museum of Goriška, Nova Gorica
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reality, they left so that their families could survive and their homeland would
not be completely erased.

When they were leaving, they were afraid of the culture shock upon their
arrival abroad. But migrant workers do not have time to be shocked. Aleksan-
drinke had to immediately adjust to the cultural habits of the environment, learn
new languages, and start working. Through testimonies, Zorn’s book presents
what aleksandrinke did in Egypt. They did interesting things and were suc-
cessful. The photos show proud, smiling women who found themselves in big
cities, women who learnt to speak Greek, Hungarian, English, Arabic, and
French and sent home all the money they earned. They knew how to help each
other and find their way among the Arabs, Jews, Greeks, and English. In fact, the
cultural shock happened when they returned home. The environment rejected
them as strangers and tried to burden them with guilt. If the women who re-
turned refused to understand their experience as loss, sacrifice, and pain as is
appropriate for a woman, the environment refused to acknowledge their migrant
experience at all. It demanded that they understood their departure as a loss.
This is why many re-embarked the steamer for Alexandria with relief and an-
ticipation.

The theoretical and conceptual framework of aleksandrinstvo
research

Until recently, aleksandrinstvo was completely overlooked in the migration
studies and Slovenian historiography. Even globally, waged domestic work has
only recently been given more attention. This is all the more unusual, if we know
that waged domestic workers

form the largest single female category of migrant labour, not only in the twentieth and
twenty-first century but in fact throughout the history of migration. This is accounted
for by economic restructuring processes (mainly agrarian and in the textile industry),
by an uneven distribution of wealth between regions and nations, and by changes in the
international division of labor (Harzig 2006, 48).

The reason for the invisibility of the female migrants and their specific work,
which is globally expanded and true for the past and for the present, was well
defined by Sheila Rowbotham (2001, xvi):

One reason for the lack of visibility has been the nature of female migrants’ occupation.
In many cases they went into domestic service or served as wet nurses – activities which
have never been regarded within the prevailing definitions of “work” or the “economy”
and have thus defied statistical reckoning. This is a gendered obscurity in a double
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sense. The women leave no traces because they are female and because the framework
of who is to be seen has been biased towards the male.

Sylvia Hahn explains in her chapter on labour migration and female bread-
winners how some nineteenth-century statisticians and demographers as well as
a few early twentieth-century sociologists noticed female migration, but gen-
erally downplayed its extent and significance, or ignored it entirely. Until late in
the twentieth century migration history remained an essentially male history for
long periods of time. Hahn presents many examples and some life stories of
female (labour) migrants who supported their children and families with their
earnings and became major breadwinners. It is important to understand that in
past centuries female breadwinner migrants were not uncommon and they are
not only a recent phenomenon as we are accustomed to expect.

Within the female migration, aleksandrinstvo is a totally specific phenom-
enon because of the nature of aleksandrinke’s work and within it, the em-
phasised role of wet nursing. No other form of female migration cut so painfully
into gender relationships, family relationships, children’s memories, and the
collective memory and thus produced interpretations that were this emotionally
charged, completely opposing, and controversial. Migration studies in Slovenia
have only begun paying more attention to the phenomenon in recent years,
because it was only recently that female migrants even became the subject of
research (Škrlj 2009, Koprivec 2006) and not only “subjects” but persons with
their own stories, individuals with their own experiences. We can say that the
attention given to female migrants has been sharpened within the biographical-
narrative methodological approach to migrations (Milharčič Hladnik, Mlekuž
2009).

The initial orientation of this approach to the research of migrations in
general, and aleksandrinstvo in particular, takes cues from the research ap-
proach of Abdelmalek Sayad. He claimed that the sociology of migration must be
self-reflective: every research of migration phenomena is at the same time a
social history of the migrants and a social history of the migration phenomenon
discursive research. More than any other social phenomenon, migration re-
search is subjected to politics, and for a good reason: it is a phenomenon that in
all forms – demographic, economic, social, cultural, and political – is pinned to
establishing and strengthening the existing social order and stability of the
institutions (Sayad 2004). Of course aleksandrinstvo is also about retaining and
reinforcing the existing social labour division between genders and the stability
of prescribed gender roles. This may be, more so than in any other form of
migration, obvious with women – but not in general. A special and exceptional
circumstance of aleksandrinstvo is the nature of the work – care work in families,
which even today is incomparable to any other work – and from it the origi-
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nating stigmatisations of women, the insinuations of their immorality, the
pathology of abandoned children and homes, and the traumatic memories.

Migration system of aleksandrinstvo

The research of aleksandrinstvo and the migration experience of aleskandrinke
is thus a matter of migration politics as well as gender politics. We must un-
derstand it in the concrete historic and social circumstances which we could
name migration systems. How can we place aleksandrinstvo within a migration
system? The finding of Christiane Harzig (based on her long term historic
research) will serve us as a starting point:

As migrants of past and present show, migration works within transworld migration
systems which are formed not only by global capitalism but by well-informed global
players – the migrants themselves – performing multiple gendered functions, deciding
about their moves in transnational communities, considering their assets on the global
labour market and relying on networks formed by family, kin, friendship and neigh-
bourhood/village. Within these transnational processes women are often decisive
agents pursuing their own agenda at the local and global levels, negotiating gendered
strategies and options. (Harzig 2001, 25)

To understand the strategies, patterns, and negotiations within (female) mi-
grations, as Harzig explains, we must divide the research into three levels: micro,
meso, and macro. The migration phenomenon of aleksandrinstvo must be un-
derstood through an analytical approach that places people in the focus of
decision: individuals and their immediate family, extended family, and village
environment. On this level, it is of key importance that we take into account the
gender specific roles of people involved in the migration decisions. On the other
hand, the decisions are a part of the cultural, social, political, and economic
context, both in the narrowest sense of the home town environment as well as in
the widest scope of the global world. We must consider all three levels of the
system of migrations: micro, meso, and macro.

On the macro level, aleksandrinstvo is to be understood as a migration
phenomenon with its origin in the Habsburg Monarchy and later under the
Italian fascist regime, which ruled cruelly over the Slovenian ethnic territories
annexed to Italy after World War I. On the macro level, the political, social, and
economic situation in the target country of migration – Egypt – is also im-
portant. As Sayad warns, we must always consider the wholesomeness of the
migration process and consider the connections between societies and states
and thus with all our strength resist the reductionist perspectives and one-sided
analyses, where emigration and immigration, and also the place of emigration
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and the place of immigration, are dealt with separately. Thus Sayad (2004, 2)
says:

Any attempt to construct immigration as a true object of science must, finally, be a
social history of the reciprocal relations between these societies, of the society of
emigration and the society of immigration, of relations between emigrants and im-
migrants, and of relations between each of those two societies.

For this reason, there are chapters in the book that describe places of emigration
and places of immigration as a common social and cultural history. Aleksej Kalc
places aleksandrinstvo into a wider context of emigration from the Habsburg
Monarchy and thus sets the first stable stone in the path of reinterpretation of
this phenomenon. He shows that the various forms of migration by men and
women into numerous directions were an inevitable part of life at the time. The
retrospective delusion that only shows us the modern world as globalised is at
this point effectively replaced by the presentation of the mobility of the pop-
ulation and the transnational and transcultural connections. The author em-
phasises that we have to observe this specific wave of female migration in a wider
context of the extreme mobility of the population. His text shows that aleks-
andrinke were part of the domestic workers migrations to different directions.
But the direction Egypt did matter a lot. It is not only about understanding the
system of migrations within the connection made up by ship lines between
Trieste and Alexandria and the fact that the sea journey was relatively short – that
Egypt was, in fact, close. Neither is it only about the fact that for more than half a
century there was an exchange of existentially necessary financial, emotional,
and informational goods between the villages in Goriška and the temporary
addresses of women in Egypt. The issue here is that the migration direction in
the case of Egypt is something completely different from that of the United States
of America, Argentina, or England. Egypt is “the Orient” and the policy we have
to take into account – policy of gender, policy of migration – was embedded in
Orientalism (Said 1978).

In a detailed description of Egypt, Barbara Skubic thus particularly empha-
sises the modernisation processes – social, political, and cultural – that formed
the country long before the opening of the Suez Canal. She presents the places of
immigration in a wider cultural and historical context and paves another stone
on the road to the deconstruction of the stigma attached to the women who
migrated and the families they left behind, which persevered long after the
phenomenon was over, well into the 1990s. Her chapter is an insight into the
social circumstances of the fast developing Egyptian society caught in the vice of
the European colonial politics and at the same time a microcosm of life cir-
cumstances – not of the rich merchant employers, but of the multitude of (mi-
grant) workers. The framework of the working class organising and activism
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radically surpasses the Orientalist image of water-and-tamarind sellers, but also
that of the elegantly dressed aleksandrinke – servants we could almost mistake
for the ladies they served. It is a deconstruction of the stereotypical images of
Egypt that have unfortunately been retained – in the popular images but also in
academia – until today.

On the meso level, the important issues when deciding to migrate are family
economics, the search for work and independence, and the information about
possibilities, all in the context of the region. In the case of the analysis of al-
eksandrinstvo, it is particularly important as well to understand the meso level
when it comes to taking decisions, and within that, especially family. Dirk
Hoerder (2002, 20) states:

The concept of family economies, along with the inclusion of nonmeasurable emo-
tional and spiritual factors in the negotiating process, avoids the reductionist approach
to wage differentials and permits a comprehensive approach to decision-influencing
factors. Family economies combine the income-generating capabilities of all family
members with reproductive needs – such as care for dependants, whether children or
elderly – and consumption patterns so as to achieve the best possible results according
to traditional norms. Allocation of resources depends on the stage of the family life-
cycle and individual life-courses as well as on gender and generational power hier-
archies.

On the one side we thus have decisions based on expecting profits, acquiring
independence, a better life for the family and the individual who will migrate; on

Trst – Trieste 1907
Source: National and Study Library, Trieste
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the other side there are just as big concerns about losing support, emotional ties,
and help. Hoerder calls the methodological approach that takes into account the
economic, cultural, social, and emotional complexity and conditioning of mi-
gration decisions and their consequences in the place of origin as well as the
place of migration – for those who leave and for those who stay – the “holistic
material-emotional approach”. This is an extremely important approach for
dealing with aleksandrinstvo, because we can use it to argue systematically the
reductionist discourse, so rooted in the Slovenian territory, when studying this
phenomenon. With the holistic material-emotional approach to the under-
standing of aleksandrinstvo we meticulously take into account all the individuals
in this migration phenomenon as actors in the process of decision-making and
their consequences: “Decisions about life-courses, levels of subsistence, and
aspirations for betterment involve a conglomerate of traditional cultural norms
and practices, of actual emotional and spiritual needs, and of economic ra-
tionales,” emphasises Hoerder (Ibid.).

In this sense, our analysis may include the infinite series of emotions that
decisions of migration triggered. In those who left and in those who stayed we
can follow the life currents of the feelings of loss, abandonment, homesickness,
missing, loneliness, alienation, anger, despair, resentment, incomprehension,
but also happiness, independence, empowerment, courage, satisfaction, and
fulfilment. The holistic material-emotional approach forces us not to miss
anyone in the intertwining of the migration phenomenon actors.

In the case of aleksandrinstvo, this is ever more so important, because the
phenomenon is so diversified. When we try to understand its material-emo-
tional aspects, we must make a distinction between women who worked as
nannies and those who worked as wet nurses, and between both these categories
and the women who did other types of work. We must differentiate women who
had their children with them (or at least in the same city) and those who left them
at home in Goriška. We cannot treat single women and those who were married
and mothers in the same way. When it comes to children, we know stirring
stories of truly abandoned children whom nobody cared for, but also testimonies
of childhoods a lot less dramatic. Some men accepted their wives’ absences
without any problems, some had more difficulties. And then there are the
children the aleksandrinke cared for and their testimonies of how their nannies
marked their lives and identities. We could go on, but we can already understand
that, when analysing this phenomenon, the already mentioned focus on in-
dividuals and their concrete life stories is the most helpful. It is the subjective
perception of the migration process, into which everybody, those who leave and
those who stay, that most precisely reveals the complexity of migration expe-
riences. The complexity of the elements of the migration experience – family,
politics, transnational and trans-local community, moral norms, prescribed
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http://www.v-.de/de


gender roles, sexuality, ethnicity, and nationality, and in the case of aleksan-
drinke even endangered nationality – indicates also to the extreme complexity of
their identities and subjectivities.

For this reason, the central part of the book is dedicated to life stories,
memories, narratives, correspondences, and all other “valuable warehouses of
individual memory” (Verginella 2004). Daša Koprivec has collected numerous
testimonies of descendants and relatives of aleksandrinke and the children they
cared for, and completed them with other sources that shed light on the sub-
jective perception of the migration process. In this way, she most convincingly
deconstructs the mythologisation and demonisation of aleksandrinke and at the
same time unfolds the transnational networks of connections that fatefully
marked the lives of all those involved. In a wide scope of different stories, routes,
and returns, there lies an exceptional wealth of destinies, decisions, and identity
transformations. The controversy of the status of women, children, men that
aleksandrinstvo produced is an endless source to understand the daily nego-
tiations of an individual as an agent on the large scene of history. The presented
narratives and memories link the entire world and the entire century and thus
allow the sharpening of both the perspective of gender and the perspective of
human subjectivity.

The “gender paradox”

The relations, relationships, and statuses that aleksandrinstvo shook were many.
In the forefront, there was the prescribed status of a woman in the society, which
through the religious norms required that a woman be subjected to a man, that
her activities be limited to the private, these norms enforced economic de-
pendency, prohibited education beyond secondary level, and also prohibited
political participation. On the level of family, the subordination of women was
determined by the system of the law of inheritance, the absence of the right to be
paid for the work done, and the obligation of woman’s care for children and
family members. The departure of a woman from her home to go abroad to help
with the survival of the family members, retaining or improving the material
status of the family property made a radical cut into the prescribed female role in
the society. Of course the cut was linked with the control over women, so it was
particularly deep when it came to wives and mothers. With them, the need of the
Catholic Church, the traditional community, and the conservative society for the
total control over their behaviours, activities, reproductive abilities, and the
prescribed moral behaviour, was the greatest.

Paola Corti describes “a traditional specialty of women from mountain vil-
lages” in northern Italy, who left as wet nurses to France, and draws particular
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attention to the extreme surveillance they endured on the part of the Italian
authorities: “Both consular officials and Italian prefects took pains to survey,
and control, this type of work because it was believed to threaten family morality,
and to lead to crime and imprisonment as peasant families disintegrated.” It’s
interesting that, contrary to the belief of the authorities, many wet nurses called
their husbands to join them, “thus using their relatively secure wages to stabilize
a longer-term earning campaign involving other family members” (Corti 2002,
144). Regarding the surveillance of migrants in the target country, Sylvia Hahn’s
study is enlightening: she found much evidence on the extremely precise and
cruel control over domestic workers in the Habsburg Empire, carried out by both
the local population and the police over the newcomers, particularly women.
The intensity of the surveillance was linked to the social status, profession, and
gender and the most controlled of all were single women:

Detailed interrogation of women “picked up for questioning”, the arrests and inter-
rogations, such as those of female “strangers”, were often carried out in a seemingly
arbitrary fashion. The grounds were invariably suspicion of prostitution, illegal ped-
dling, failure to officially register subtenants, or vagrancy and homelessness. (Hahn
2001, 122)

Every perspective marked by gender must include both genders. For this reason,
it’s important to remember that in the structure of the women’s status in a

Renče village in the 1920s
Source: National Museum of Contemporary History, Ljubljana
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society and family, we must also see the male side, although it is sometimes left
out from the explanation. For a man – and even more so for a married man and a
father – the prescribed gender code of behaviour (and emotions) demanded
carrying out control over women, caring for the economic survival of the family
and the estate, and not intervening into the female work of childcare and care of
the elderly family members. For this very reason – and we cannot stress this
enough – the departure of woman abroad cut radically and irreversibly into the
prescribed social role of a man as well. Only in this context can we start to
understand the most frequent and the most stubborn theme of aleksandrinstvo
in the Slovenian collective memory, in Slovenian literature and cinema – the
theme of the abandoned children. Why did the theme of abandoned children and
consequently the cruel mothers who “abandoned” them overpower all other
aspects of this specific migration phenomenon? Daša Koprivec’s exhaustive
research, which in this book explains the ways of caring for children within the
extended family, through family and friendship networks, village and neigh-
bourhood networks, and female solidarity structures prove that for the most
part, children were taken care of. For this reason it is even more unclear why
until recently the main image of aleksandrinke was linked to the image of
abandoned children.

We can find one of the answers on the other side of the world, in another
millennium, in the analysis of the Filipino migration phenomenon by Rhacel
Salazar ParreÇas (2001, 2005). The author draws attention to the specific sit-
uation of female migrants which is completely incomparable to the position of
the male migrants and draws a precise image of the female captivity into the
traditional cultural patterns, through which the un-altered control over them is
attempted, regardless of the enormous changes of the globalised world. Female
migrants, in this case the Filipina women, are the subject of passionate public
ideological campaigns in their home environment, where they are stigmatised as
bad mothers who have rejected their children for a couple of dollars. The Phil-
ippine media incessantly quote the research and findings about children of
female migrants who suffer from various physical and psychological diseases
caused by the absence of their mothers. ParreÇas used her research to verify
these findings and found a number of very different cases, from children who for
various reasons feel the absence of their mothers as an irreparable loss, to
children who are perfectly content with such absence and respect their mothers’
efforts to give them a better life.

As the actions that maintain transnational families do not always abide by their in-
stitutional and structural context, I found that a gender paradox of reifying and
transgressing gender boundaries limits the potential for gender transformation in
Filipino transnational households. More specifically, I observed that while the struc-
tural arrangements of transnational households sometimes force the unavoidable
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transgression of gender norms, for instance via the incomes earned by women, the
performance that maintains these families also upholds “normative gender behavior”.
I found that migrant mothers indeed provide care from thousands of miles away,
whereas fathers continue to reject the responsibility of nurturing children. (ParreÇas
2005, 6 – 7)

It is interesting that such stigmatisation of female migrants occurs in a country
that has a special state office for the acceleration of migration. And it is not in the
slightest surprising that they are expected to feel remorse and repent for their
independent economic entrepreneurship for which they decided in order to
salvage the existential crisis of the family and enable education and a better life
for their children, as the Philippines are not only a developing country, but also a
Catholic one.

If we use ParreÇas’s concept, we can see that in the villages where aleks-
andrinstvo was prevalent, and where there was almost no house without a
transnational household and family life, a gender paradox occurred. It de-
termined an intimate family life behind the closed doors where sometimes the
father rejected the care for children and their emotional needs even more than he
might have under different circumstances. Gender paradox especially defined
the public village life, where “normative gender behavior” was defended fa-
natically. The comparison reveals the important role of the Catholic Church in
preserving the gender paradox. On the one hand, it preached the necessity to
retain the traditional gender roles and executed control over the morality of the
women and the accepted sexual practices. It spoke about aleksandrinke with no
restraint in the context of the morally questionable aspect of their lives and work
abroad and spread insinuation about their sexual conduct. The emphasis on the
suffering of the abandoned children because of their mothers who went abroad
was a component of the ecclesial child-rearing and public discourse. On the
other hand, the church happily collected money from its congregation without
paying much attention where it came from and how it was earned.

“Moral destruction”

The challenges for the wider environment were dramatic, and they emanated
from the endangerment of gender relations as a structural base for the society
and the community. Aleksandrinstvo endangered the traditional gender division
of labour, the separation of the public and private spheres, and the ideology of
segregated spaces. It endangered the social fabric by making women – partic-
ularly mothers – inaccessible for male surveillance and, at the same time, absent
when it came to raising and caring for children. Due to the specifics of their work
with wealthy families, they were untraditionally well paid, and often well re-
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http://www.v-.de/de


spected and included in the family social life. Even more: albeit informally, they
obtained certain knowledge when it came to knowledge of the larger world and
its languages, habits, and traditions which in other circumstances would be
inaccessible to them. In short, they achieved economic emancipation, although
we’d be wise to speak about it conditionally, as they sent most all of their money
back home to Goriška and remained mere domestic workers in the multicultural
environment of the rich merchant world. The emotional price was high and the
consequences permanent. In the world in which they lived, they themselves
preserved the patriarchal tradition and the prescribed gender norms. Of course,
not all of them and not all the time, and even here we have to make a distinction
between single and married women. For those women who strove even more
than they would in different circumstances for the preservation of the endan-
gered traditional gender relations, the Church was certainly important.

The Slovenian Catholic Church set up institutions in Egypt that took care of
the surveillance of women far away from home, but also offered them support,
help, and guidance. The Slovenian Church played a double role in the history of
the Slovenian mass emigration. On the one hand, it warned against emigration
and shamed those who were leaving, and on the other, it directly organised,
sponsored, and established migrant communities. In Egypt the Slovenian
Women’s Christian Union, the sisters of the Order of St. Francis and of Christ the
King (called school sisters) who managed the Franz-Joseph Asylum (latter called
St. Francis Asylum) and the Catholic Association of St. Cyril and Metod were
active (Barbič, Miklavčič-Brezigar 1999, 168). The purpose of these institutions
was to “to organize cultural and religious activities, with an eye to the prevention
of moral destruction” (Drnovšek 2009, 37).

However, the institutions and discourses that supported the denigration of
the aleksandrinke were far from limited to the Church only. Dirk Hoerder, in his
chapter, shows that the discourse of disdain and moral condemnation of female
work and migrations was deeply rooted in the nationalism of the nineteenth and
the twentieth century and has not yet been overcome. The reduction of women to
the role of “mothers of the nation” was intense in all political and ideological
options and it was institutionalised on the legislative, cultural, and ideological
levels. For this very reason, the concrete experiences, achievements, con-
tributions, and importance of aleksandrinke and other female migrants had to
be silenced, overlooked, forgotten, or wrapped into traumatic intimate memo-
ries. Hoerder thus sets aleksandrinke as an example of skewed historic memory
and national historic narrative which is relevant across the globe, in the past and
today.

Moral destruction is directly linked to aleksandrinke particularly in Slo-
venian literature. The representation of femininity from the folk motive of the
Beautiful Vida to the popular novels by Marjan Tomšič is analysed in detail by
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