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Abstract The Greek resistance fighter Ilektra Apostolou was executed on
26 July 1944, by the collaborationist security forces in Greece during the
Second World War. Apostolou was a member of Kommounistiko Komma
Ellados (KKE, Communist Party of Greece) and of Eniaia Panneladiki
Organosi Newn (EPON, United Panhellenic Organisation of Youth),
and was involved in pre-war antifascist action. During the resistance,
she tried to pass on the mentality she had developed from this early
involvement to young women in EPON and Lefteri Nea (LT, Free Young
Woman): that women would be liberated only by actively participating
in social struggles. Her biography is examined with a critical eye, taking
into consideration that it was largely written after the war. This means
that it not only provides a factual representation of Apostolou: it also
functions as a lieu de memoire, a site of memory. The politics of memory
influences how her biography is constructed. The second part focuses
on the memorialisation of Apostolou, examining it through the lens of
intersectionality. Identity criteria — such as gender, race, age and political
identification — and the changing relative significance attributed to
them are important both for shaping and understanding, memorialisa-
tion processes. An intersectional approach seeks to reveal the hidden
dimensions behind the memorialisation process. The last part focuses
on Apostolou’s post-war legacy and explores how her memorialisation
was intertwined with political developments from 1944 to the present,
with a particular focus on the contestation over Apostolou’s memory
between the right and the left at various points in modern Greek history.
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The article draws on a combination of secondary and primary sources,
the main primary sources being those found in the Educational Centre
of Charilaos Florakis (Archive of the Greek Communist Party) and the
Contemporary Social History Archives (ASKI).
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his article focuses on the Greek resistance fighter and martyr Ilektra

Apostolou. Apostolou was a member of the Kommounistiko Komma

Ellados (KKE, Communist Party of Greece) during the interwar
period, and a participant in pre-war anti-fascist action during the Ioannis
Metaxas dictatorship (1936-1941). During the Resistance (1941-1944),
she was a member of Eniaia Panneladiki Organosi Newn (EPON, United
Panhellenic Organisation of Youth), but she was eventually executed
by the collaborationist security forces in Greece. The first part of the
article focuses on the biography of Apostolou, examining her pre-war
antifascist actions, and her imprisonment during the Ioannis Metaxas
dictatorship, which crystallised and shaped her identity as an anti-fascist
communist. It also explores Apostolou’s resistance activities, and the ways
in which she provided young women with the necessary tools to partici-
pate in resistance activities, particularly through Lefteri Nea (Free Young
Woman), an all-female resistance organisation in occupied Athens, which
preceded EPON. These interwar and war activities cannot be examined
without a brief account of the context of women’s engagement within the
communist movement during the interwar period, and the communist
position on women’s issues at the time.

The second part examines Apostolou’s biography and memorialisation
through the lens of intersectionality. Identity criteria such as gender, race,
age and political identification, as well as the ways in which their hierar-
chal ordering changes, are important for both shaping and understanding
memorialisation processes. An intersectional approach seeks to reveal the
hidden dimensions behind the memorialisation process. The final part
will focus on Apostolou’s post-war legacy, and the ways in which her
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memorialisation has been intertwined with political developments from
1944 to the present, with a particular focus on the contestation over her
memory between the right and the left — as well its changing nature — at
various points in Greek history, right up to the present day. The arti-
cle’s aim is to demonstrate how Apostolou’s myth was constructed after
the Civil War, and the ways in which her memorialisation was shaped
and altered over time in line with political history and developments in
post-civil-war Greece.

The article is based on a combination of secondary and primary
sources. However, any attempt to provide a biography of Ilektra
Apostolou, and to reconstruct her life as a communist and resistance
fighter from the sources, is complicated by the difficulty of separating out
the details of her life from the myth of Apostolou that was constructed
after the Civil War. Her biography is based largely on texts produced
after her death, and this means that biographical facts about her life and
elements from the construction of the Apostolou myth during her post-
war heroisation often coexist together. One should therefore examine
her biography with a critical eye, understanding it not only as a factual
representation of Apostolou, but also as lieu de memoire, a site of memory:
the politics of memory influence her biography. Her story was written
by socially specific subjects, who had also participated in the communist
resistance, and whose historical perception was not only closely related to
their pre-war political mobilisations and their political identification but
was also influenced by the consequences of the Civil War for those on
the defeated side (i.e. exile, political imprisonment). The Greek primary
sources originate from the Educational Centre of Charilaos Florakis
(Archive of the Greek Communist Party) and the Contemporary Social
History Archives (ASKI), both located in Athens.

When one examines Apostolou’s biography, the crucial question of
intersectionality emerges. ‘Intersectionality’ has for a long time been a
key concept in feminist, women’s or/and gender studies, used to explain
a wide range of socially created disparities. Indeed, long before Kimberlé
Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality as a specific political frame-
work, in 1989, the notion it denoted had been used in other feminist work,
on how women are simultaneously positioned as women and, for example,
as black, working-class, lesbian, and/or colonial subjects.! As a concept it
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emerged in Black feminist action and scholarship in the 1970s as a response
to the dominance of white feminism, but it refers to an issue that has been
at the forefront of worldwide feminist efforts for decades.? How should the
division of human existence be properly explained, and how are experiences
divided along racial, gender, sexuality, class and (dis)ability lines.3

Intersectionality facilitates a better theoretical understanding of the
world. As a mode of critical theory, it emphasises a broader and more
complicated ontology as compared to approaches that aim to reduce
humans to one category at a time, for instance seeing women only through
gendered lenses. Rather, it suggests that productive knowledge creation
must understand social situations as relational, historically specific prod-
ucts of a number of contextual factors that interact with each other. The
assumption that women represent a coherent group with identical interests
and priorities, regardless of their class, religion, race, age, implies a notion
of ‘gender’ that exists beyond borders, universally coherent, and neglects
historical particularities.> As Red Chidgey argues, while the concept of
intersectionality has developed considerably within the field of humanities
and social sciences, it remains underdeveloped within the interdisciplinary
field of memory studies and could be further developed.® Given that
intersectionality makes apparent the various positionings that comprise
daily life and the power relationships surrounding it, it is clearly a valu-
able conceptual tool for examining the biography and memorialisation of
Apostolou, and for moving beyond essentialised, monolithic ideas about
her identity — as in seeing her as either communist or Greek, for example:
foregrounding ‘one’ identity marker cannot speak to the complexity of
her existence. Indeed, those actors who remember her, are themselves
comprised of multiple identities and embodiments, which in turn interact
with the ways they remember Apostolou and her actions.

The life and legacy of llektra Apostolou (1912-1944)

Thinking about a topic (women and anti-war/anti-fascism), from a
certain place (Greece), and from a specific historical time (1930s-1940s)
is inevitably coloured by the dynamics of that location at the specific time
of the event. In the case of Apostolou, her family’s social and economic
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background (bourgeois), the time of her politicisation (1920s-1940s), her
gender (a woman), all affected her participation in the struggle. She was
born in Athens in 1912 into a bourgeois household, which enabled her to
study at the German School of Athens. But despite her wealth and bour-
geois upbringing, at the age of fourteen, in 1925, Apostolou joined the
Ommonspondia Kommounistikon Neolaion Ellados (OKNE, The Young
Communist League of Greece). She distanced herself from her family’s
bourgeois lifestyle and hence from a certain model of (bourgeois) femi-
ninity that idealised women as pure, dutiful, maternal and restricted to
private spaces. In her book about Apostolou, first published in 1961, the
writer and journalist Dido Sotiriou — who also fought against the Ioannis
Metaxas dictatorship and later became involved in the communist resist-
ance — comments:

And when she had to choose, a little girl (kopelitsa) of 18 years old,
between her bourgeois home with its easy, rosy life and the struggle
with the oppressed (katatregmenous), the hunger, the nakedness,
she chose the struggle. It was not easy to grow up with nannies and
governesses and then to give it all up and share the bitter bread of
the people, the bean soup, the breeding, the nudity, the shack, the
breathless toil [of the people].”

In an article written in 1965 commemorating Apostolou’s death and
legacy, Melpo Axioti, a writer and member of the Communist Party of
Greece, also mentions that Apostolou became involved in the Communist
League as early as 1925. Axioti writes about an occasion when Apostolou
was distributing leaflets in the street for the League: an acquaintance
of her family passed by and, seeing Ilektra distributing leaflets for the
party, asked what she was doing there: “Shh,” the girl [Ilektra] nodded,
“don’t say anything to my family (so spiti). I'm handing out leaflets.”
Aura Partsalidou, also a member of OKNE between 1926 and 1933,
wrote about meeting Apostolou in 1927, when she was only 15 years old
and was already an OKNE member of the Achtida of Patisia-Nea Ionia.?
Partsalidou recalled that Apostolou always had prokirikseis (tracts on the
position of an organisation) with her, and that she had had to sneak out
of her family home to participate in OKNE. The young Apostolou would
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wait for a chance to grab some food to give to persecuted members of her
group, and then when she found would run away.!

In 1931, Apostolou officially became a member of the Communist
Party of Greece. In 1934, she was the head of the Greek delegation to the
Anti-Fascist and Anti-War Women’s Congress, organised by the Women’s
World Committee Against War and Fascism, which took place in Paris.
The congress was organised under the auspices of the communists, and
was sponsored by the Communist International. It was dominated by
communist women and brought together women of diverse countries in
a common struggle.!! In an article for Rizospastis, the newspaper affili-
ated with the Communist Party, Apostolou saluted the women of Greece:

I give you my word that, wherever I go, I will unite your voice with
the voice of the women of the world. I will declare on your behalf
that you are not prepared to allow a new war, that you will not
allow the murderous work of fascism to proceed.!?

Later in the article, she states that when she comes back from the
congress, she will be able to pass on the experience of women comrades
from around the world, ‘the experience that will help us to fight, to
organise our struggle better, the struggle of the women of our country,
the struggle for freedom’.!3

In her speech at the congress, Apostolou talked about the oppression
of workers, particularly that of women workers in Greece, highlighting
the double oppression of women by patriarchy and capitalism. According
to Apostolou, workers were also under the oppression of both local
and foreign exploiters. However, women, and particularly women land
labourers, were more exploited in comparison to men as their wages were
lower than men’s while they also had the burden of housework on their
shoulders.!¥ Apostolou’s speech resonates with the contemporary work of
the feminist scholar Silvia Federici, who (developing on from the work of
earlier generations of feminist theorising) argues that women’s subjuga-
tion is more than simply a cultural or/and material force, and that control
over women’s bodies is an integral part of capitalism. By not paying
women at all for their domestic work, profit is made by seizing from
women the value of what they make and are worth during their domestic
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responsibilities: a system of patriarchy is thus an integral part of capi-
talism. Within the gendered division of labour, women constitute a core
component of the work formation.!> As Federici writes, ‘If femininity
has been constituted in capitalist society as a work-function masking
the production of workforce under the cover of a biological destiny, then
women’s history is class history.'® According to this analysis, any attempt
to separate capitalism and patriarchy is flawed.

Given that she is a historical subject, Apostolou’s participation in
the conference, along with her speeches, should be examined within
the broader historically specific context of 1930s/1940s Greece. Her
speeches not only reflected the concerns of the time; they also act as
a mirror of the position of the communist movements in the 1930s,
particularly the Greek Communist Party, regarding a woman’s place in
society. The majority of women who participated in the movement and
the party were relatives of male cadres. Ilektra Apostolou was the sister
of Lefteris Apostolou, who became the General Secretary of OKNE in
1924. Moreover, many women were spouses of male cadres and became
involved in the movement at their husband’s sides, which had the effect
of denying them any autonomy regarding their intellectual selves — this is
not, however, to diminish their actions and involvement in the struggle.
As Tasoula Vervenioti argues, marriage with a comrade was the only
option available for women working for the party. For many, given the
powerful social contract of honour (#imi) in Greek society at the time,
marrying a comrade was their way out of family restrictions regarding
their participation in the movement.!” Apostolou was married to Giannis
Sideridis, also a member of the Communist Party, but she divorced him
when he signed a dilosi (remorse declaration), a document repudiating
his actions as a communist.!® According to the testimony of communist
Chrysa Papavasileiou, Apostolou had married Sideridis as part of her
effort to escape her family environment and its imposed restrictions, and
to enable her to work for the movement more freely. This resonates if
we consider Axioti’s and Partsalidou’s stories of Apostolou sneaking out
of the house to work for the party, along with the fact that Apostolou
divorced Sideridis when he signed the remorse declaration.!?

Another factor affecting the position of women in the interwar period
in Greece is the significant number of women who entered the labour
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market, especially women who were refugees.’? The new economic
conditions resulted in a massive exodus of Greek women from the home,
and an impressive increase in the number of women employed in various
sectors of paid work. As a result of this change, women’s paid work was
understandably a major issue for women in the movement. The Party’s
position was shaped from these material conditions, which saw a consid-
erable number of women working in what had previously been men’s
jobs. The Communist Party’s approach regarding women’s equality was
closely related to this overall social change, underlining that the working
class was an ally of women. The party, through its press and publications,
highlighted both the need to organise working women in unions and the
demand for special protection for working women, rejecting the view that
achieving the right to vote would be a panacea for women’s equality.?!
According to an article in Rizospastis, for instance: ‘the workers know of
course that the bourgeoisie will not solve it [the woman’s question], cannot
solve it, and they feel that it is not a separate women’s question but a part of
the whole liberation movement of the workers and peasants.””> Apostolou’s
speeches at the conference reflected these internalised ideas of women’s
specific needs and responsibilities, along with the communist approach
to the subject that placed the question of women’s equality within the
broader strategy of the working-class movement. Women’s rights and
responsibilities largely concerned their distinct roles in society, defined
principally by their roles as mothers and wives.?3 These internalised ideas
about women’s place in society and in the movement influenced the divi-
sion of labour in the communist movement and the resistance: in the vast
majority of cases, women assumed gender-specific roles and activities.
During the loannis Metaxas Dictatorship (1936-1941), Apostolou was
in Thessaloniki, the second largest city in Greece after Athens, organ-
ising protests and strikes, and leading the drive for the participation of
women in the organisation Laiki Pronoia (People’s Welfare) to provide
protection for the victims of the dictatorship.?4 Due to her participation
in the struggle against the dictatorship, she was arrested and transferred
to Averoff prison. She was released in 1938, only to be arrested again
in 1939 while pregnant and about to give birth. When her baby was
only seven days old, she was sent into exile on Anafi, a small island in
the Cyclades. Kostas Mpirkas tells us that during her time in Anafi
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Apostolou became an active member of the Political Prisoner Coexistence
Group (Omada Simbiosis Politikon Kratoumenon) even though she had
just had a baby. Apostolou was able to carry out both tasks, as a comrade
and simultaneously a mother, ‘as a true Bolshevik’.?>

Along with other political prisoners, Apostolou escaped from exile in
Anafi in August 1942, to join the Resistance. She became the head of
Leuteri Nea (LN, Free Young Woman), an all-female organisation affili-
ated with the Ethniko Apeleutherotiko Metopo (EAM, National Liberation
Front) in Athens. LN was founded in May 1942, and was named by two
pioneering women of their time, Maria Karagiorgis and Kaiti Zeuvou.
The hymn of the LN is said to have been written by Apostolou. In this
all-women’s organisation, ‘lessons” aiming to educate girls were delivered.
For instance, the organisation’s newspaper, / Foni tis Neas (The Voice of
Young Woman), recounted the fourth lesson of LN, ‘“The Girl in Modern
Society’ “The girl does not actually stay at home nowadays. Instead, she
works in the factory, in the small business, in the shop, in the field, in
the public municipal or private office, in a variety of liberal professions.”2®
Rossana Rossanda has identified in her work on women’s involvement in
the anti-fascist struggle in Italy that ‘women arrived in the Resistance from
two paths. There were those who were already politicised and politically
active and those who had no experience whatsoever with doing politics,
who constituted the grand majority.?” This can be applied to Greece too.
Already politicised women, who had been involved in pre-war political
movements — the first of Rossanda’s two paths to antifascism — were the
ones to mobilise and politicise the women following the second path.
Apostolou, due to her previous anti-fascist action and political experience
before the war, clearly belonged to the first group, and became a point
of reference for young women in occupied Athens (1941-1944). Having
political experience from before the war as an engaged communist, she
tried to pass on the mentality to the young women of LN that women
would be liberated only by participating actively in social struggles.
Fofi Lazarou, a member of EPON, and a leftist for the rest of her life,
talked of Apostolou’s interaction with the younger girls through LN in
a commemoration speech in 1965. She told the audience how Apostolou
had tried to cultivate self-confidence in young girls' minds. She had
insisted that women should take part in discussions and raise their voices,
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expressing their opinions; and she had also insisted that women should
participate in resistance activities, including protests and the distribution
of the clandestine press, because, as she used to say: ‘it is in the social
struggles that we will win equality for women’.28

After the integration of LN into EPON, Apostolou became part of the
Central Council of EPON. Later, she became a member of Kommatiki
Organosi Athinas (KOA, Party Committee of Athens), becoming head of
the team responsible for producing propaganda material in Athens and
organising demonstrations against the occupier and its local collabora-
tors. Thus Fanis Mpartziotas, in his novel lektra (1984), describes the
first Greek heroines of the resistance, Panagiota Stathopoulou and Koula
Lili, as ‘Tlekera’s girls’, meaning that they were mobilised and inspired by
her.? In the largest protest held in Athens, on 22 July 1943, these two
young women, both members of EPON, had stood up against German
tanks. Stathopoulou shouted slogans against the draft of Greek men to
Germany in front of a German tank, which then deliberately ran her
over. When Lili saw Panagiota’s dead body, she climbed on the tank and
slapped the German for killing her friend. She was killed immediately.39
The interaction between already politicised women, such as Apostolou,
and previously inexperienced ones, such as Lili and Stathopoulou, in
combination with a resistance movement that favoured a broader partici-
pation of women, provided women with an opportunity to break with
tradition, challenge established ideas about women’s place in the domestic
milieu, and engage in previously unthinkable actions. The precariousness
of life and the material conditions of war and occupation pushed them
outside of what was conceived as their rightful place in society. Women
who prior to the war had represented the stability of the gendered order,
now re-negotiated their pre-war roles by greater engagement in the public
sphere, a space largely prohibited to the Greek women of the 1940s.3!

Ilektra was arrested on 25 July 1944, and thereafter tortured by
collaborationist forces in the Dieuthinsi Eidikis Asfaleias (Special Security
Directorate). According to Rizospastis, her assassins were Alexandros
Lambou (who later became a lieutenant general of the Gendarmerie),
with the help of Efsevios Partheniou and Minas Kathreptis. The conclu-
sion of the forensic report on her death was indicative of the torture
she had undergone. The report states that she had injuries caused by
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whipping through different means (whip, chains, braided wire), along
with injuries resulting from hanging from the armpits. The report also
identified burns both prior and after her death. According to the report,
her death was due to the beatings and injuries while the burns were char-
acterised as minor.32 At the time of her arrest, Apostolou’s daughter, Agni
Sideridou, was living with family friends. In 1948 she was evacuated to
Romania to live with her uncle, Lefteris Apostolou, and later to the Soviet
Union, where she remained her whole life.33

Immediately after Ilektra Apostolou’s body was found, the Organosi
Perifrourisis Laikou Agona (OPLA, Organisation for the Protection of the
People’s Struggle) ordered the execution of people who were collaborating
with the occupation forces, as retribution for her death. Within a week (1
to 7 August) fifty people were killed by OPLA in Athens in acts of venge-
ance. A note was left on their bodies with Ilektra Apostolou’s name and
a number that increased along with the dead bodies: Ilektra 1, 2, 3 .34

Intersectionality, llektra Apostolou’s biography and memorialisation by
her comrades: challenging the dominant narrative

In the following section, I will examine the life and legacy of Apostolou
through an intersectional analysis located in the specific historical context
from within which Apostolou emerged as a symbol of resistance and a
heroine of the left. By introducing intersectionality as a supplemental
method of analysing Apostolou’s memorialisation, I show how the works
of cultural production commemorating Apostolou reflect the multiple and
inter-connected factors that shaped the post-civil-war identity of the left.
By writing back to remember their communist comrade, these authors
aimed to create a counter-narrative against the dominant narrative of the
right, which tried to erase the history of communist resistance during the
Second World War by portraying them as traitors.3> Further, by focusing
on Apostolou’s legacy in post-civil-war Greece and the ways in which this
alters depending on who is remembering — as the two sides place differing
levels of importance on Apostolou’s various identity markers — I emphasise
the significance of narratives both in identity making (and maintaining),
and in the overall collective memory of a group. Maurice Halbwachs has
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demonstrated that collective memory is socially constructed through a
variety of interactions; and an individual’s interactions with a group are
central in determining what and how one remembers. A group’s collective
memory is ultimately shaped by the unique characteristics of the group
and its particular experience: this is what gives rise to a shared memory
and identity.3¢ Each group has a unique collective memory that is distinct
from the collective memories of other groups. It follows that there are as
many collective memories in a society as there are groups and institu-
tions.>” Sune Haugbolle uses the term ‘memory cultures’ to refer to the
different historical memories surrounding the Lebanese civil war, rather
than using the term collective memory.?® Similarly, the way in which the
Greek Resistance and the Civil War are remembered is based on different
memory cultures. Different narratives around the resistance and the Civil
War highlight that the past is never fixed; instead, both the resistance
and the Civil War are subject to retelling and restructuring, and this also
applies to their most prominent actors. In the case of Greece, the two
‘memory cultures’ that emerged following the Civil War have influenced
the representation of the resistance fighters.

It is important to understand the appropriation of Apostolou’s legacy,
and the differing ways in which she is memorialised, by groups across
the broad political spectrum of post-civil-war Greece. The hierarchy and
priority assigned to different identity markers differ according to whether
she is seen as a communist-Greek female resister or as a Greek-national
resister. To take an intersectional approach to memory and apply it to
the memorialisation of Apostolou means investigating the historical
roots of the value placed on different identity markers — how they are
given priority, diminished in importance, or erased — and seeking an
understanding of how hegemonic and normative understandings of
these markers are re-produced in memory and counter-memory claims.??
As Kaisa Ilmonen argues, ‘intersectionality provides a kaleidoscopic
vantage on the past, complicating monolithic versions of it’40 Thus the
concept of intersectionality helps us to avoid monolithic representations
of Apostolou’s identity, and to better understand the way in which it
changes according to the person or institution memorialising her, as well
as the time of the memorialisation, and whether it is an individual or a
group who remembers her.

Twentieth Century Communism — Issue 25



34 Christina Chatzitheodorou

For the left, following the communist defeat in the Civil War, and due
to the dominance of the anti-Communist narrative of the history of the
resistance, which lasted until the 1970s, the production of cultural works
remembering Apostolou (literature, poetry, articles and speeches) was
seen as an important part of their challenge to the dominant narrative.
There were memory ‘battles” over what constituted resistance, who was
a resistance fighter worth commemorating, and who was a real patriot
in the course of the resistance and the Civil War; and these battles shed
light on the question of who decides who and how someone will be
remembered and in what capacity.4! Konstantinos Charamis has argued
that the left’s contestation of the official memory of the war, and voicing
of its own version of events, came to fruition in 1982, when the National
Resistance was recognised legally and morally; this paved the way for the
recognition that the civil war was in fact a civil strife, and not a compe-
tition between the state and agents of the Soviet Union who sought to
dismember the country by giving territories to evil neighbours, while
turning Greece into a satellite of the Soviet Union.42 Yet resistance to the
official narrative, as is evident from the memorialisation of Apostolou,
existed prior to that, throughout the almost forty years that passed before
the official recognition of EAM’s wartime resistance.

Before 1974, memorialising Apostolou can be understood as a way
of demanding changes to the memory landscape surrounding the resist-
ance. People who participated in the memorialisation aimed at promoting
their own narrative as opposed to the governmental, dominant one.
During that time, left-wing centres and communities sought to explain
the historical reasons for the right’s resistance to changing the anti-
Communist narrative that had been shaped by post-war ethnikofrosyni
(national mindedness). As touched on earlier, the post-civil-war state saw
communist resistance fighters as un-Greek and traitors of the nation,
refusing to see the resistance of the EAM as patriotic.#3 Within Greece,
this effort to change the narrative was closely related to the Enniaia
Dimokratiki Aristera (EDA, United Democratic Left). Outside Greece,
exiled communists living in Eastern bloc countries started working on
collecting testimonies from former resisters and publishing texts related
to the resistance experience.*4 Memorialising Apostolou was part of their
effort to promote the narrative that the EAM were the true patriots who
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had fought and died for Greece. A number of former resisters memo-
rialised Apostolou from exile — from Romania, Eastern Germany and
the Soviet Union — and through various means, such as press articles
or through the radio. In 1964, for instance, Melpo Axioti published
an article commemorating Apostolou’s death from East Germany,
where she was being compared to figures like Rosa Luxemburg. Axioti
wrote: ‘and on her tomb we should engrave that saying she liked: “dead
Bolsheviks are respected not because they died but because they never
die”.% By drawing a parallel between Apostolou and the communist
Rosa Luxemburg, while emphasising Ilektra’s martyrdom, Axioti glori-
fied Apostolou’s communist identity as a true patriot who had died for
Greece. The same article was then republished in 1970 in Eleutheri
Patrida, a newspaper founded by political refugees in exile in Iraly.4¢
The republishing of the article in 1970 further highlights Apostolou’s
continuing identification as a communist comrade: the aim is, through
the commemoration of Apostolou, to draw a parallel between her own
communist fight against the Occupation and its collaborators and the
communist struggle in exile during the Regime of the Colonels (1967-
1974). In both cases, the positionality of the subjects who remember
Apostolou (East Germany in the 1960s, Italy in the 1970s, as political
refugees in both cases) is crucial for understanding which identity marker
is prioritised and to what purpose her memory is being mobilised.

The articles by Partsalidou and Axioti from the 1960s cited earlier
were written to commemorate Apostolou’s death. In 1965 Axioti’s article
for the magazine Elliniki Aristera (Greek Left) used the title Ellinida
(Greek Woman) to memorialise her comrade and to present her as
martyr. By reconstructing Apostolou’s life and legacy, Axioti also wished
to challenge the dominant narrative that framed the communists as ‘anti-
national’ subjects and traitors to Greece. A number of left-wing poets
also commemorated Apostolou and her acts during the resistance. For
example, Yiannis Ritsos, a well-known communist poet, wrote a poem
for Apostolou in August 1944 following her martyrdom, which was
also republished in the collection Tragoudia tis Antistasis (Songs of the
Resistance), published by Nea Ellada in Bucharest, in October 1951, and
in Rizospastis in July 1976:47
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When, with burns and whips, your tormentors
asked you: “What is your name?’

‘Greek [woman]’ you answered.

When they asked you: And what is your family?’
The Communist Party of Greece’, you said.
When they asked you: What is your last wish?’
‘Death to fascism — you answered —

Freedom for the people of Greece.

Freedom for the people of the whole world.”

And you became a great light, and you shone all over,
upright, burning torch

before the standing Liberty [Lefteria).

Our Electra, —

no, then. You are not gone.

You were never absent from the struggle,
you will never be out of our memory.
At this hour

we swear in your name:

Freedom.

In your name we swear:

Vengeance.

In Jyour name we swear:

10 be like you.*$

Asimakis Panselinos, a socialist poet and novelist, also wrote a poem
about Apostolou: ‘Ilektra, Ilektra, you are Greece as whole, land of raging
blessing. Greece, Greece, you raised your hands and showed people to
be human.*® In both poems, Apostolou’s identity as a communist does
not exclude her love for Greece and her identity as a patriot. In Ritsos’s
poem, Apostolou pays the ultimate price for her struggle against fascism,
dying for her country. In Panselinos’s poem, Ilektra Apostolou is used as
a symbol of Greece; she has become the representation of Greece due to
her heroic actions and sacrifice, the woman who taught people how to be
human with her uncompromising stance.
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Commemoration of llektra as a heroine of the resistance: from and
beyond polarisation

The torture and subsequent death of Apostolou at the hands of Nazi
collaborators made her a martyr and a symbol of resistance in war-time
Greece. Given that Apostolou was murdered two months prior to the
liberation of Athens, just before the Civil War, her martyrdom was quite
naturally connected to the communist side during the Civil War.>? She
had after all been an engaged communist, a member of the KKE prior to
the war, and a member of the EAM during the resistance. This ‘appro-
priation’ of her memory by the communist side does not mean that her
‘Greekness’ was downplayed as an identity marker. Rather, the opponents
in the Civil War, the left and the right, battled over the narrative and
competed over the definition of a true patriot. In addition to the sources
previously mentioned, this battle is also evident in the popular version
of the conversation between Apostolou and her torturers in the Special
Security Directorate. As commemorated in the poem by Ritsos, she
allegedly declared: ‘My name is Greek. I live in Greece. I serve the Greek
people (elliniko lao):5! Apostolou’s Greek identity is not diminished but
put in the spotlight. Patriotism and love for Greece on the one hand, and
participation in the communist struggle on the other, were not mutually
exclusive: they coexisted and complemented each other. Apostolou’s
communist identity was intertwined with a patriotism that manifested
itself in her participation in the resistance struggle. As Margarite Poulos
argues in a broader context, the new ‘names’ under which each side became
known were a manifestation of this competition for legitimacy in the eyes
of Greek society. The names of the left-wing wartime resistance organisa-
tions were EAM, the Ethniko Apeleutherotiko Metopo (National Liberation
Front), and ELAS, the Ethnikos Laikos Apeleutherotikos Stratos (Greek
People’s Liberation Army), but ELAS was renamed as the Dimokratikos
Stratos Ellados (DSE, Democratic Army of Greece). For its part, the
Kyvernitikos Stratos (Government Army) became known as the Ethnikos
Stratos (National Army). As the right sought to reclaim the rhetoric of
national interest, the KKE/DSE usurped all things ‘democratic’ (as well
as the DSE, there was the Provisional Democratic Government/PDK, and
Panhellenic Democratic Union of Women/PDEG); there was an effort to
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downplay the party line of communist ideals, and to promote the DSE as
the truly patriotic option for the Greek people.?

Moreover, the increasing polarisation of Greek society following the
liberation and during the Civil War should be understood within the
context of the developing Cold War and the more broadly polarising
narratives that accompanied it. The Greek opponents had to place their
patriotic discourse within this broader context. Between 1946 and 1949,
the national stakes were high, and the war between the conflicting sides
was conducted at many levels — discursive, symbolic, and with bodies;
no one was immune from this, including women. This need for legiti-
macy led Ethnikos Stratos to launch a robust campaign claiming that the
KKE, and later DSE, were ultimately agents of Soviet imperialism and
traitors of Greece. This framing allowed the Ethnikos Stratos to present
itself as protecting Greek national identity and territorial integrity against
communist plans to transfer parts of Greece to the Slavs.5? By describing
communists as traitors who wanted to ‘sell” parts of Greece to the Slavs in
Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, it aimed to reduce their Greekness and delegiti-
mise them in the eyes of Greek society.

Equally, the communist side appropriated the ‘resistance’ myth to
their benefit, to showcase their participation in the struggle for freedom
against the ‘traitors’ who had collaborated with the occupying forces at
the expense of the Greek people. Women were part of this discourse, and
their patriotism and devotion to their country was exemplified by their
participation in the EAM/ELAS struggle against the occupiers. In such
a context, Apostolou’s memory was instrumentalised by the communist
side to boost their legitimacy as the true patriots fighting for freedom.

In a pamphlet on Apostolou published in 1950, the DSE commemo-
rated her as ‘the symbol of all women who died for Greece’;* and
newspapers affiliated with the DSE during the Civil War commemorated
her death on each 26 July. The newspapers Partizana (Woman Partisan),
Maxhtria (Woman Fighter) and the Partizanes of Vitsi (Women Partisans
of Vitsi) all dedicated their front pages to the commemoration of her
death, expanding on her ‘sacrifice’ for Greece at the hands of collabo-
rators. Similarly, the front page of the newspaper Maxitria Mali-Madi
was entirely dedicated to commemorating Apostolou, under the title ‘A
Memorial to Ilektra’. The memorial referred to Apostolou as a heroine
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of the Greek people, an uncrushable (anelegkti) communist.>> Women
Partisans of Vitsi stated that ... Ilektra lives and leads us in our hard
struggle which is the continuation of her own struggle’.5¢

As Polymeris Voglis and Yiannis Nioutsikos have argued, the events
of the 1940s in Greece created a long shadow of polarisation between
the right and the left, which to a certain extent continues to this day.
The Resistance, the Triple occupation and the Civil War are still conten-
tious topics that spark heated discussion. The debates on the 1940s are
not limited to academics; they also circulate in the public realm, given
that this decade was extremely significant in forming the Greek people’s
historical consciousness and memory.5” Indeed, the fact that the resist-
ance to the Axis occupiers was followed by a Civil War for a long time
prevented the creation of a ‘resistance myth’ (equivalent, say, to that of
the French Resistance), according to which the whole ‘peuple grecque’
had fought the occupier. The Civil War and the defeat of the commu-
nist side made the construction of a similar myth of a unified resistance
impossible. Rather, each side wished the glory of the resistance for them-
selves and accused the other side of treason and collaborating with the
enemy (with the enemy changing depending on the side).

This polarisation also affected the memorialisation of the resistance
fighters. Memorialising is not about presenting a straightforward narra-
tive about the past; as Norman Saadi Nikro argues, it is ‘rather a restless
series of experimentations with alternative forms of structures of narra-
tive, of remembering, of temporality, and of subjectivity and identity’.>8
The works of cultural production aimed at remembering Apostolou
existed within this polarised context: the ideological attachment of each
side to different narratives of war, treason and liberation influenced their
works and shaped their literary language, and led them to place differing
emphases on the range of potential identity markers for Apostolou. As a
result of the communist defeat, Greek historiography between the end
of the Civil War and the collapse of the military regime in 1974 was
largely controlled by the right. History and the politics of memory were
instrumentalised to serve the narrative of anticommunism and ezhniko-
frosini> In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, Apostolou was
not commemorated by the right and remained closely associated with the
communist resistance, commemorated mostly in left-wing circles.
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The polarisation between the right and the left briefly hardened
during the military dictatorship (1967-1974), known as Diktatoria ton
Syntagmatarxon. The Greek Junta exiled a number of communists to
islands such as Gyaros and Leros, including former resisters who had
returned to Greece in the early 1960s, as well as other democratic
elements. However, the fall of the dictatorship in 1974 paved the way
for a less polarised memorialisation of the resistance; as Voglis and
Nioutsikos argue, it marked the beginning of a new historical epoch for
the study of the resistance. The strengthening of democracy and freedom
that followed the fall of dictatorship, as well as institutional reform to
the Greek state, political cultural liberalisation, and the legalisation of
the Communist Party (which had been outlawed since 1947), created the
possibility for a reassessment of the 1940s and its memorialisation. The
actions of the resistance during the Nazi occupation were not seen as
reflecting divisions in Greek society, but rather as an element of unity.5
What the French managed to build after the Liberation — the myth that
the whole French nation had been fighting in the resistance for libera-
tion — the Greeks only started building after the fall of the dictatorship
in 1974.6" The resistance lost its revolutionary and political dimensions
in favour of an ‘inclusive’ narrative that aimed at uniting all Greeks,
highlighting their patriotism and courage while also excluding a small
minority of collaborators.2

Nevertheless, and despite the ‘retreat’ of anticommunism after the fall
of the dictatorship in 1974, the Resistance and the Civil War remained
contentious topics within Greek society. The 1940s defined Greek political
consciousness, shaped society’s political identity, and continues to shape
the memory of the Greeks.> Even though the construction of a collective
myth had begun, the people who had fought and become active subjects
in the resistance and Civil War remained ‘convinced of the validity of their
private memories from the war’, and committed to the ideologically polar-
ised narratives that surrounded the war.®4 In addition, the legal recognition
of the communist parties did not necessarily mean that the resistance
legacy of the left was also accepted. As Magda Fytili argues, in practice the
1974 reconciliation meant that the communist parties would remain legal
as long as they did not refer to what was still considered their ‘anti-national’
past.®® In 1982, when the EAM’s role in the National Resistance was
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officially recognised, enabling the incorporation of the left-wing resistance
into the national myth, a more concrete reconciliation was to emerge. Thus
the memorialisation of Apostolou through works of cultural reproduction,
from the end of the Civil War until today, functions as much more than a
project of self-understanding; it operates as a series of acts of contestation,
that seek to (re)structure the values of Greek society, and the significance
it places on different aspects of its history; and to reproduce specific modes
of identification — which always change in accordance with the context
within which they appear.® In that sense, Apostolou continues to exist in
Greek political memory as a Greek national resister, but also as a commu-
nist female resister and a heroine of the left.

Almost eighty years after the torture and execution of Ilektra
Apostolou by Greek collaborationists, her memorialisation as a commu-
nist/national resister/heroine continues to be shaped by the cleavages
that characterise(d) Greek society. The hierarchy of identity markers
regarding her participation in the resistance alters according to political
affiliation and/or identification with certain political ideals.

This can be seen in the event organised by the Central Organisation
of the Communist Party of Greece in Attica to commemorate the anni-
versary of Apostolou’s death in July 2022, which was held in Elpidos
Street, the site of her murder. Reporting on the event, Rizospastis quotes
KKE Central Committee member Christina Skaloubaka’s statement
that Apostolou’s source of strength and motivation, despite her exile and
imprisonment, was her unswerving devotion to the cause of the working
class and the belief that the exploitation of man by man should be abol-
ished.” Later in the article, her communist past, path and beliefs are
further emphasised, and are portrayed as a valuable source of lessons for
communist women. Through her exemplary life, Apostolou had been
able to show that communist ideology and practice could raise women.%8

In asimilar vein, in the ‘About Us’ section of their website, the Politikos
Xoros Ilektra Apostolou (The Political Space of Ilektra Apostolou) tell us
that they chose this name to honour Apostolou, whom they characterise
as a ‘communist militant and member of the Communist Party; her
contribution to the working-class struggle is highlighted, and they argue
that her uncompromised dedication to the struggle was what prompted
the Nazi collaborators to torture her in the way they did.®
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The polarisation expressed through emphasising different identity
markers becomes even more evident when comparing a commemora-
tive article published in the right-wing newspaper Proto Thema in 2022.
Here, the identity of Apostolou as a Greek (a ‘national’) female resister is
emphasised, while her involvement in the Greek Communist Party and
the working-class struggle has only secondary importance. Apostolou
is described as an important fighter of the National Resistance, and as
having made a significant contribution to women’s rights.”®

On the other hand, Imerodromos, a left-wing publication, commemo-
rates Apostolou’s birthday in an entirely different fashion: “The communist,
the heroine of our people, who was murdered under horrible torture in July
1944. We honour her memory with respect. She was born on this day in
191271 The right-wing Proto Thema stressed her activities as a national
resister and as a woman heroine of the Greek resistance, but merodromos’s
first characterisation of Ilektra is ‘the communist’.”> Nevertheless — even
though struggles over the different memories surrounding the Resistance
continue, and in consequence influence how actors remember and which
identity marker is prioritised, a more unified myth of the Greek resist-
ance is also becoming evident, in that the memorialisation of Apostolou
is itself a common theme. The fact that a right-wing newspaper remem-
bers Apostolou, recognising her as a ‘national resister’, is demonstrative
of this. Apostolou is regularly commemorated by left-wing parties and
collectives through a variety of means, but several right-wing publications
also commemorate her and call her a ‘heroine’. As the Second World
War and the Civil War that followed recede in time, so too do the strict
identifications with each side.

It is evident that the memorialisation of Ilektra Apostolou is not
stable: the meaning of her memory is not fixed, nor is it shaped only by
the past. The historically specific circumstances and positionality of the
subject who is remembering influence the ways in which she is remem-
bered. Memory shifts, and so too does the significance of the various
identity markers within a hierarchy that is shaped and reshaped by past
and present circumstances. As Nikro argues with regard to the signifi-
cance of what is remembered (and, I may add, how it is remembered):
‘the significance of what is remembered can never be stabilised, but
remains contingent on how others variably recall and orient themselves
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to the past’.”? Society, artists and politicians, through their processes of
cultural production and language use, remember Apostolou in ways that
are shaped by how they place themselves in the past, through a specific
positionality and identity.

Conclusion

Ilektra Apostolou is a resistance fighter whose memory lives on in
contemporary Greek politics. The way she has been memorialised has
been shaped and reshaped through the different periods of Greek modern
history, and is also structured by the major cleavages that have charac-
terised and continue to shape Greek society. Because of her commitment
and experience as a communist and anti-fascist, Apostolou entered the
resistance as an already politicised woman, identifying with communist
ideals. This was a crucial basis for her ability to mobilise young (unpo-
liticised) girls during the resistance through the all-female organisation of
Lefteri Nea. During the period of Greek resistance to the triple occupa-
tion, Apostolou’s identity as a Greek heroine was emphasised by EAM.
However, the following period of civil war was characterised by a fierce
discursive battle between the two sides, which led to the instrumen-
talisation of the way resistance fighters were represented, based on the
interests of each side. For the right, the communists, including women,
were nothing but traitors who wanted to sell parts of Greece to the ‘Slavs’.
For the communists, the right represented the traitors who had collabo-
rated with the occupying forces (Italian, German and Bulgarian) during
the war and become puppets of British interests when it ended. In this
context, Apostolou’s memory was instrumentalised to serve the commu-
nists’ narrative, and she was celebrated as a true patriot. Following the
Civil War, she became a heroine of the Greek left — as is evident in
articles and poems commemorating her participation in the communist
struggle — but she was also seen as a heroine of Greek national resist-
ance, representing the whole Greek nation that had fought and died for
the liberation of Greece. The relative importance given to her different
identity markers by those invoking her memory varies according to the
identity and positionality of the people who wish to remember her.
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