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DR. MALKA  Hello, I’m Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity– Women in 

Unity’.  The show that celebrates women’s milestone achievements in their 

struggle for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, democracy and much 

more. 
DR. MALKA Joining us today is Professor Dovile Jakniuniate from the Institute of 

International Relations and Political Science of Vilnius University and head of 

the Institute’s Russia and Central Eastern European Studies. Welcome to the 

show! 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Welcome. Nice to see you again. 

DR. MALKA Prof, we met recently at the Women’s Impact Innovation and Sustainability in 

Africa 2024 Conference, which featured women from across the world, it also 

addressed a number of important topics through a gender lens, some of those 

included innovation and technology, climate change, education, the workforce, 

government, leadership and mental health. I know you’ve got a number of 

different research interests, some of those include feminist policy and critical 

theory, politics of technology and international relations. Could you share 

some insights on the unique political visions and narratives of belonging that 

Eastern European leftist feminisms offer? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Thank you Amaleya. So, yes, as you said I come from International 

Relations and Political Science Institute or Department and so my main 

professional focus is on international politics, but of course we as 

academics are not limited to only what we should focus on, so feminism is 

one of our, as I said, side issues, but very significant issues I talk and 

explain about. So feminism, I come from a country which got 

independence only in 1990 and we were a part of the Soviet Union, which 

we consider 50 years of occupation, so when we got independence in 1990, 

we also got all the inputs from the west and among that, also feminist ideas 

that had come to us, because before that we had debates about this, on 

women issues, about the place of women in society but actually when you 

consider feminism, it was not existent at that time. So, in the beginning I 

would say we have been very strong recipients, we just read and repeated 

what western feminism said or it might a liberal version or it’s a socialist 

version or whatever. At that time, I was pretty young, so I just followed 

my older colleague feminists at that time. So, if I could would say I in the 

beginning I wouldn’t even be able to say what is unique about our 

feminism, but now we have more like 30 years of development and starting 

to understand also our place and understand that you don’t have to take 

everything that is happening even from the United States, even in Finland 

or even Germany and somehow work in your context. So, if I try to say 

what is going to change us, I would say there are a lot of things in common, 

we have got all the common things, problems that we have to solve 

especially in gender roles, the role of women in the society in general, but 

I think the difference is how we approach social issues and the historical 
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issues. For example, especially the talk about social feminism, though the 

West, somehow they romanticised it, they sometimes consider it is a place 

where socialism was a romanticised but for us it is like it was not a good 

life then. So, we consider that maybe even if we are coming with a left 

perspective you are talking about social issues, but we do not consider that 

this effort, this plan was successful, so we have to find some different ways 

of thinking about that. So, I would think that this a very important issue 

and another very interesting thing that happened in 2022, February, when 

Russia attacked Ukraine and this, war as you can understand, in the 

region of Europe it was very important and still is a very important 

political issue and we felt that the western feminist, which we have 

different ideas about pacificism, like they approach state as a danger for 

example for women and especially when the state tends to be militarized 

and this kind of issue tends to create some violence, not only directly, but 

also in the society. So we have the, that if you talk about pacifism it is 

important yes, and you have to start from this position, but what happened 

to us, we understood this war as an act of aggression against sovereign 

power and in case of the aggression you always have to defend yourself 

and you cannot solve violence with violence, then you attack directly and 

here actually I felt especially during the first year, huge debates like of 

course we are not like very publicly but with some of the people you know 

were happening, like what does it mean to be pacifist in the context of war. 

What does feminism mean in the context of war, which of course the 

answers are not given, but debated and also differentiated this kind of 

different positions which come from one region to another. 

DR. MALKA You know, when you are in a situation, a geopolitical situation, and in a 

completely different territory, it is amazing how factors around you really 

influence your view and your lens, so when you were talking about having had 

the lived experience of socialism, that some people may regard it as a good or 

a romanticised idea, but  if you haven’t lived it, you don’t know it and then the 

view of when you have got war in a region, that when you are seeing this as an 

act of aggression, that through the gender lens, which is supposed to ideally 

have a pacifist approach, that you can’t have that pacifist approach. So, it’s like 

you’re living with these tensions that almost contradict some of the feminist 

narratives. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Yes, and you find that it is very difficult to find simple answers, yes or no, 

yes, it is difficult, you are going to have position here and now chooses the 

absolutist idealist position, I feel like a pure position is very difficult. 

DR. MALKA Prof Dovile, could you give us a bit of a view of how feminism is perceived or 

let’s say the feminist lens of social issues? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Feminism is very interesting; we have a very strange role of feminism in 

my society. In general if you speak among people who are interested in 

social issues, especially the younger generation, they think that it is 

common sense, someone thinks like okay of course we have to treat each 

other equally and women can choose whatever work they want and if they 

want to have family they can choose that as well and there are 

infrastructure that helps with childbearing and such and so on, but then 

we take a little broader population and for example some mainstream 

politicians, actually we have a still have a pretty social conservative 

society. Okay, we consider that women got the vote, so social conservatism 

is like you are considered that women got the vote, so they can participate 
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in politics, they can work or whatever they want and so what else do you 

want. So, it is very difficult then to speak about structural inequality, 

maybe some institutional biases which women have, which women have 

also in political life, so, there is a kind of tension definitely with this, but I 

think if you look at the European countries, the majority I think of them, 

we kind of have tension between more progressive ideas and also most 

social conservative fractions, the question is about which proportions. So, 

then we try for example to approach social issues from a feminist angle, I 

would say it is always very important to talk or to think through the angle 

aspect of social justice, not just pure equality but what would be just fair 

for each individual or group.  If you think about girls, what kind of 

indication or what kind incentives we get about for example, which 

direction of education you should take, we definitely know that girls are 

discouraged to take math education, somehow, we are still persist. So, if 

we become a little more sensitive, more justice oriented, we just somehow 

not drive them towards one direction or another, so that is what I think is 

very important thinking about feminist lines. It is the same as like in 

politics, of course anybody can enter politics, but if you see the standards 

of evaluation are very different, in fact you can see we have prime minister 

women and I definitely feel that she is judged not only on what she is doing 

but also the way she is explaining things, how somehow she becomes 

emotional and it becomes a female issue, not just a human being issue 

because men also become emotional, but somehow the problem becomes a 

bigger issue when women become emotional and so on. So, we began to 

feel that and so also it is important to pay attention to that stress and 

explain what is wrong with these kinds of issues. 

DR. MALKA Thank you for sharing your points of view. Things that stand out for me, which 

is the differences in different regions and the fact that feminism is still 

relatively young in your region, the fact that different generations have got 

different perceptions of women and where they fit them in their own minds 

into society and yet with younger generations, for example you mentioned that 

they almost take some things for granted and that they see things as common 

sense, whereas when you are working with multiple generations in society they 

have all got different perspectives, that there isn’t this uniform lens. But staying 

on the theme of feminism and also on policy; earlier this  year we had a 

conversation with the Mexican Ambassador to South Africa and she spoke 

about their feminist foreign policy and the whole aim behind it is really about 

reducing gender inequality and given your work at the intersection of feminist 

policy as well as international relations, what role do you think that gender 

plays in shaping foreign policy decisions, particularly in your area of the world 

being Eastern Europe? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

I find the feminist foreign policy topic very fascinating and in general the 

idea had emerged as this kind of separate foreign policy and even the idea, 

it is very interesting, yes. Mexico is not the first state to do that, so first 

heard about it from Sweden, which was recorded about 10 years ago and 

I found initially I was confused, what does it mean to have in general a 

foreign policy which can be feminist and I think it is very difficult, but it 

is possible and Sweden and other states, in Germany and now Mexico is 

trying to explain what it means and I think at least two important things 

here are, in general, not only for my region are important, like in general, 

the foreign leaders or in general politicians talk, they stress gender lenses 
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or gender questions and in general remind that these questions are not 

separate questions, like somewhere on the social agenda, but they are 

important overall policy questions, which you discuss in every issue, 

foreign policy included for example, and if you are Sweden you do a lot of 

developmental policy that is giving money to certain regions, also you 

indicate what you care about and you also contribute the money. So that 

is very important, but I think you mentioned and also it is a very political 

choice, it is like a value-based choice, and it can be very debatable and if 

you are prepared to defend your choices, I think it is very nice. And, if you 

give money, you also try to persuade your partners also to implement 

certain policies, which is also very important. 

DR. MALKA And on that last point, that was one of the things that I saw as an advantage, is 

almost being able to help influence gender inequality, well reduce gender 

inequality in other regions that you are contributing to finance, because of your 

policies and how projects are initiated, that they support gender equality. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

And this can be also a very controversial issue, but I think what I felt also, 

my country started developing or creating new institutions and developing 

them, like it was important what projects given were financed by donors, 

and for example a project was financed to translate books on feminism, 

which seems like a very small project, but it is very important. So, that is 

a very useful thing and also sometimes it can be also maybe political 

because sometimes local policies may not like these kinds of ideas, but if 

you are for example an NGO worker who wants to influence your society 

domestically, getting outside money for your case can be very helpful and 

here I think like gender lenses from outside can be very, very helpful and 

useful. 

DR. MALKA And in the gender lens, one of the other areas that we found as being important 

to help with the narrative, is seeing women who are very visible in prominent 

roles and one of the areas that we look at is building female leadership capacity, 

because women who are in positions of government or serving as heads of 

state, they provide that visibility, they also show that women are equipped with 

the capability to occupy those types of roles, which benefit I think both men 

and women looking up to them. Sadly, in Africa we have had very, very few 

female presidents and prime ministers, but I know in your country you have 

had one female president who was also re-elected for a second term and forgive 

me if I pronounce her name incorrectly, but I believe it is Dalia Grybauskaitė. 

In your opinion, how do you think she helped to get people to see past gender 

and rally support for her election? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Yes, she was in government for 10 years and the Dalia Grybauskaitė  

actually was and still is a very important political figure, now more 

symbolically, but at that time she was a very important person and 

actually some even observers in my country were a little bit surprised that 

she got a huge support for her candidacy. When she won she won easily, 

the first time and second time as well and because a stereotype among 

ourselves I think was like Lithuanians rumoured a left woman leader, and 

this stereotype of course was contradicted by the election results and she 

is very strict and she speaks very short sentences very categorically and 

she portrays a very kind of a strict teacher stereotype, but actually 

somehow people liked that and so it was kind of proof that sometimes our 

own stereotypes may not work and so I think it was important. She was 

not a person who was explicitly saying that she is a feminist or she didn’t 
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like, especially initially, to emphasize women issues, later she became a 

strong advocator against gender based violence, which is and was a very 

important topic at that time, but in general I think she left this kind of 

legacy that women politicians is very normal in Lithuania and as 

mentioned we have a prime minister and I think women now and I think 

also kind of normalised this kind of attitude. I would stay that still my 

society is prejudiced over its male politicians, but this kind of 10 years of 

constantly seeing women is very, very important and actually helps other 

women to proceed and to choose this career. 

DR. MALKA And what type of mechanisms do you think could be instituted in other 

countries to help encourage more women to seek positions of leadership in 

higher office? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Having strong role models definitely helps. Role models yes, but it is not 

enough, for example think about politics or even maybe businesses over 

let’s say politics, what is very important is also to have the support from 

the bottom up, especially for example if you are a young woman, you have 

to be encouraged for example to join some youth organizations and have 

the ability and trust and confidence to [inaudible 0:19:30] not feel like you 

are discriminated or encouraged to do politics and also to have these kinds 

of structures and to have the structures you have to make conscious 

decisions as an institution, as a party or some organization, it means like 

you have to understand that they have a problem of not having enough, 

for example women, in your activities. So it does not mean you have to 

have quotas, quotas help, they are controversial but they help, but it does 

not have to be quotas, you have to have a conscious understanding that 

sometimes you treat people differently, for example, you expect that 

younger women would help with cleaning and tea and coffee, but you do 

not expect that from young men, so we have to calibrate your expectations 

and so maybe both can be able to do that, if you are on the junior path of 

your careers, but if you proceed far you don’t expect women to serve you 

coffee even yes. So, that is conscious decision and another important thing 

is also to understand that not all women have to care about gender balance 

but also men and it is like sensibility to be more sensitive and to 

understand that sometimes I get advantaged invited because we are men 

helps and it is very actually difficult one because you have to find the right 

words and just not to put blame, because you are a man you are advanced 

and for example it has to be more sensitive and more conscious. 

DR. MALKA We’ve spoken about women in politics in Lithuania, can you give us a general 

sense of the state of gender equality in Lithuania? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

I will try. Okay, we are a European Union, yes, and the European Union 

has an institute which is called the Gender Equality Institute, and we have 

these indexes, we put every state in like a rank. So the European Union 

has 27 states, so we are in 20th place, according to the gender equality 

indicators, so it is like we are on the bottom, on the lower bottom yes, but 

if you look at the world, so we are a European country like other European 

country, so like the top 40, top 45, something like that, whatever index you 

take. So, I think we have different problems than for example South 

African women have, but if I have to choose several indicators, I think 

even if we have one of ideas behind political representations, surprisingly 

we talk about we have a woman president, prime minister and even now 

we have the chair of parliament also a woman, but actually if you take the 
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percentage or you calculate for example how many women are in 

parliament, how many women take participation in local elections and the 

local government bodies, we have a very little number of women. So, as a 

top position you can get some positions from time to time, but the middle 

ground is lacking, so that is where we are lagging behind. Another issue is 

a social is a most social issue for women still are expected to care for 

household very much, so the main responsibility is for woman. So, if you 

calculate for example how much time men spend on household and 

women, we have got huge, huge difference of the time in devoted, so it 

means women don’t have much time for their hobbies, for meeting maybe 

with their friends and so on. So, and it is not so simple as not having 

hobbies, but because that is also how much time you can devote to your 

career, how much time you have to develop yourself and so on, it is kind 

of very important as well and I would say in political rhetoric even if the 

numbers maybe are not as challenging in terms of gender based violence, 

but still our politicians are somehow refusing to accept the notion of 

gender based violence and legislate, they will consider it as a very 

controversial issue, because they want to treat violence as a general 

objective problem, but not that sometimes violence happens because of 

which gender you are and became actually very controversial in politics 

recently, surprisingly. 

DR. MALKA Wow, that is very interesting, if I reflect from a South African point of view 

where gender based violence, even the president speaks about it as being a 

second pandemic, so obviously it is a controversial issue, but in terms of it is 

not a taboo subject and by talking about it, by addressing it, trying to put 

policies in place and educate, that has been some of the directives on a South 

African level. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Yes, that is what I noticed being in South Africa in August, which is 

women’s month, I noticed that it is more pronounced, this kind of rhetoric, 

yes, but in a sense the issue is on a bigger scale as here, but surprisingly 

our fight against gender based violence is happening on the NGO level, 

which are really active, really effective, but that level is working, but not 

the political level. 

DR. MALKA Prof, I wanted to go into more of a personal perspective now and I know that 

you have built a successful career, and education has been fundamental to your 

achievements. We regard education as an enabler on this show, can you expand 

on the opportunities that your academic qualifications have opened up for you 

and I say this because sometimes younger women may be at a cusp of should 

I study, should I not study, and uncertain of the role that academic degrees have 

in their future. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

I think education is enormously important, not only 12 years if you are 

starting from elementary, but also university education, of course not 

everybody has to do that, but I think any kind of education you choose 

after your school is very important. Of course, I chose an academic career, 

so I had to spend longer and do my PhD, so definitely not for everybody 

this is important, but for example, when I consider my bachelor years, 

four years of my studies, I studied political science, not surprisingly, I 

think it the year I matured most. I left parents home and moved to Capital 

City to Vilnius and became an independent woman and also these years 

when you start to think for yourself and this kind of educational 

environment helps very much and meeting new people and people which 
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maybe they are smarter than you, it also helps very much. So, I think all 

my career started from deciding to leave my hometown and come to 

Capital City and study. 

DR. MALKA And you’re right, they are very formative years, and you realize how little you 

know and the exposure to multiple perspectives and views, which you didn’t 

necessarily know existed previously. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

I didn’t understand that at that time, you just understand them when you 

are reflecting back, that it is so important. 

DR. MALKA Thinking outside of the academic opportunity space and as you mentioned, you 

studied political science, what types of employment opportunities exist for 

women in the non-academic environment, in say international relations and 

political science? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Political science education is a very general education, like social science 

education, which gives you like some kind of ground or fundamental to 

develop your thinking skills, political skills and some kind of tools how you 

look at the society. So, I think that is very important, also you get some 

kind of physical soft skills, like writing, speaking, explaining things, so 

even if it sometimes sounds for example very general, actually it provides 

you with a good starting point. So, what I see from people who are 

graduating, women and men from our institute, of course many choose 

politics, as directly politicians or advisors or in the political offices which 

is kind of direct outcome, but also some come surprisingly, many people 

for example are choosing work in communication as a journalist, because 

journalism is not about only skills like writing, but also understanding the 

world. So, that is what I found very surprising, but it happened for a long 

time, so these kinds of careers are possible and of course international 

organizations, we work in international organizations, it can be like for 

governmental organizations, but also a variety of NGOs and it is also this 

kind of perspective is very, very helpful. 

DR. MALKA Is there anything in your life that if you had the chance to redo, you would? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

I think it is a very difficult question and it requires a lot of self-reflection, 

but one thing that comes to my mind, I think in my university years to help 

developing me as myself, but still I think I was for too long to too shy. Too 

shy to talk, too shy because I thought that my public speaking skills are 

very bad, they were, but how you develop your speaking and not speaking, 

so I think like shyness, not being afraid to speak up your opinions, even if 

you have them a little bit what I did. So, I would say if I could tell myself 

to be more courageous, even if you embarrass yourself a little bit, so that 

I would definitely start to talk louder and even for example acknowledging 

that I am a feminist much, much earlier. 

DR. MALKA It is a very good skill to have but it is learning, like you said, in this sort of self 

reflection, that is when you process these elements. One question that I ask all 

my guests on this show is about some of the factors that they feel have 

contributed to their success, in your view, what would you say have been some 

of your key drivers? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

I think sometimes I did things without understanding why I do them, but 

somehow, I felt that maybe they are right, for example being a good 

student, you are taught to be good, you do that but suddenly you realize 

that you can show and get results from that for example. So, sometimes 

doing things even if you do not like, okay maybe you don’t like writing, 

but you like the results of your writing and efforts you can create, so 
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sometimes there are things you do despite not liking them and I think that 

helped me not only in my career, or otherwise I can say not to overthink 

sometimes. Sometimes you overthink what you want and why you want it, 

so it is not always good not to overthink, but sometimes it hinders your 

progress on whatever you do and I think I have to admit sometimes luck 

also helps, but for a little luck to happen you have to have something to 

give and be prepared, that you get some chance you have to have some 

skills. Yes, so that is very important. 

DR. MALKA Very true, and can you tell us about a few important moments in your life 

growing up, that have had an impact on who you are today? 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Yes, one I already mentioned that still I would just repeat that, going to 

university and to study and being from parent, from mother, from father, 

just alone, it was very important, but it was late in my youth, but I was 

thinking what was formative when I was growing up, it is like not a 

moment but many moments. I lived in the Capital City, but it was an 

industrialized city, but every summer me and my sister had to go to the 

countryside to relatives and spend three months outside the city, where 

they live a rural life, to be in a different kind of community, to understand 

how meat comes to your table or how milk comes to your table. So, I think 

it was very informative for me to have this kind of different environment 

and also community relations were a little bit different, like you knew 

much more about your neighbours than for example in my city in the flat 

where I lived. So, it’s kind of like I think seven or eight years, every year, 

it helped me become a little bit more of an open person, surprisingly that 

I would say was very important, to live two different lives during my 

childhood. 

DR. MALKA Yes, very important values and almost like the collectivism versus the 

individualistic lifestyle that you find in cities, although your neighbours are 

probably closer than in the countryside. And lastly Prof, as we round out the 

show today, please share a few words of wisdom or inspiration for women that 

are listening to us. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

What I noticed is from my teaching, I teach many things, feminism 

included, what I noticed is that what women especially lack, it doesn’t 

matter younger or a little bit older, is that confidence. Somehow it seems 

like men are born with confidence, but actually I want to say that nobody 

gets confidence from birth. Self-confidence is a practice, it is the same as 

learning something, as I said earlier, so I think I would be wishing for 

everybody listening is practice your confidence and don’t be afraid. It 

seems like a very simple move but actually part of getting confidence is 

being a little bit afraid. So, practice your confidence and then you get it. 

DR. MALKA Really great advice, if you have got that confidence it builds within you, it 

gives you the opportunities, it makes you courageous, it makes you brave. 

Thank you very much for joining us today. 

PROFESSOR 

JAKNIUNAITE  

Thank you for inviting me to talk Amaleya. 

 PROGRAMME END 

 


