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Series Editors’ Preface

Palgrave Macmillan’s series, Genders and Sexualities in History, aims to 
accommodate and foster new approaches to historical research in the 
fields of genders and sexualities. The series promotes world-class schol-
arship that concentrates upon the interconnected themes of genders, sex-
ualities, religions/religiosity, civil society, class formations, politics and 
war. Historical studies of gender and sexuality have often been treated 
as disconnected fields, while in recent years historical analyses in these 
two areas have synthesised, creating new departures in historiography. 
By linking genders and sexualities with questions of religion, civil society, 
politics and the contexts of war and conflict, this series will reflect recent 
developments in scholarship, moving away from the previously dominant 
and narrow histories of science, scientific thought and legal processes. 
The result brings together scholarship from contemporary, modern, early 
modern, medieval, classical and non-Western history to provide a dia-
chronic forum for scholarship that incorporates new approaches to gen-
ders and sexualities in history.

The Feminist Challenge to the Socialist State in Yugoslavia is a ground-
breaking study of the challenges posed in the 1970s and 1980s to the 
Yugoslav state by new Yugoslav feminist organisations and activism. This 
fascinating and highly original book explores how the new Yugoslav 
feminism, or neofeminizam, began to rethink the socialist project of 
women’s emancipation. New Yugoslav feminism took a critical, dis-
senting stance within the Yugoslav state system and promoted achieve-
ment of the unfulfilled promise of women’s equality in Yugoslavia.  



viii     Series Editors’ Preface

Language, concepts and ideology were key elements in the new Yugoslav 
feminism, which drew inspiration from critical Marxism, post-structur-
alist French feminism, psychology, anthropology and sociology, and 
built upon the Yugoslav partisan tradition as an emancipatory ideology 
for women. The former Yugoslavia had the longest and most active and 
critically incisive feminist history in Eastern Europe between the end of 
the World War II and the fall of state socialism in 1989. In this timely 
and compelling book, Zsófia Lóránd analyses one of Yugoslavia’s greatest 
promises, the equality of women and the ways in which new Yugoslav 
feminism strove to challenge the state to achieve women’s equality in 
reality. In common with all volumes in the Genders and Sexualities in 
History series, The Feminist Challenge to the Socialist State in Yugoslavia 
presents a multifaceted and meticulously researched scholarly study and 
is a sophisticated contribution to our understanding of the past.

John Arnold 
Joanna Bourke 

Sean Brady
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1

“We were learning a feminist language. At the beginning, I was always 
rethinking my sentences, asking myself the question: ‘what would this 
mean in the vocabulary of feminism?’ It was not just words we were 
translating, it was thoughts”. This is how Vera Litričin, an ophthalmol-
ogist, summarised her experience of her first encounter with the feminist 
group taking its first steps in Belgrade.1 Language, concepts and ideol-
ogy were the key elements to a new feminism emerging in Yugoslavia 
in the early 1970s. The late 1960s were boiling with women wanting 
to speak up, to influence politics and to take charge of their lives. By 
no means should this suggest that there was nothing between the  
1960s and the first moments of feminism in the nineteenth century, but 
the protest spirit of the 1960s and the feminist disappointment with 
these movements of the 1960s mobilised feminist thought and femi-
nist activism.2 In Yugoslavia, it was a couple of decades into socialism 
when a handful of intellectual women out in Belgrade, Ljubljana and 
Zagreb began to rethink and challenge the socialist project of women’s 
emancipation.

In the mid-1970s, the universities in Zagreb and Ljubljana and the 
students’ cultural centres in Belgrade and Ljubljana offered space for 
the groups which were called Žena i društvo [Woman and Society]. The 
group had a “very traditional name, but still, we were feminists from the 
beginning”—said Biljana Kašić, a sociologist member of the group from 
Zagreb, who studied earlier in Belgrade and later taught at the University 

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

© The Author(s) 2018 
Lóránd, The Feminist Challenge to the Socialist State  
in Yugoslavia, Genders and Sexualities in History, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78223-2_1

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78223-2_1
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-78223-2_1&domain=pdf
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of Rijeka. This name itself tells us a lot about the place of this group 
within the Yugoslav political and intellectual scene. The phenomenon 
which is referred to here mostly as the new Yugoslav feminism—some-
times called by the members neofeminizam, that is “new feminism”, a 
name, however, not acknowledged by all the members of the group—
took a critical, counter-discursive, dissenting stance within the Yugoslav 
system. The new Yugoslav feminism targeted the proclaimed, yet to 
them, unfulfilled equality of women in Yugoslavia. They argued from a 
feminist base, inspired and infused by critical Marxism, post-structuralist 
French feminism, new theories in psychology, anthropology and sociol-
ogy, but also referring to the Yugoslav partisan tradition as an emanci-
patory ideology for women. The arguments took shape first in academic 
work, the arts and literature, relatively quickly reaching the popular mass 
media and turning into activism.

This research places itself within the scholarship which treats fem-
inism, similar to the artistic counterculture in Western capitalisms 
from the 1960s on, as dissent. While acknowledging that dissidence 
in the oppressive regimes of the Soviet Bloc had different stakes and 
different limitations, one cannot think of East European socialisms 
in terms of the pure binaries of state vs. individual, collaboration 
and resistance. Reading through the history of these movements and 
the theoretical implications arising from that, I base my analysis on 
the questioning of the binary and focus on the tensions and balance 
within the new Yugoslav feminist discourse. Therefore, my claim is 
that through rereading concepts and meanings, integrating ideologies 
and theories from “Western” feminisms and through transfer creating 
their own version, new Yugoslav feminism was cooperating with the 
state and criticising it at the same time.

With the longest feminist history in Eastern Europe between the 
Second World War (hereinafter WWII) and the fall of state socialism, 
Yugoslavia offers a case study where the socialist state was challenged 
based on one of its biggest promises, the equality of women. It was 
exactly this promise that placed new Yugoslav feminism at the crossroads 
of discourses. In contrast to Western capitalist societies, where feminism 
directly clashed with the state about women’s emancipation and there-
fore clearly appeared as dissent, in Eastern Europe the state guaranteed 
many of the rights which the North American and West European fem-
inist groups were fighting for.3 In the meantime, new Yugoslav femi-
nism was a counter-discourse vis-à-vis the newly emerging oppositional 
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discourses in Yugoslavia too. The oppositional groups either refused to 
discuss women’s rights in search of an agenda of liberal democracy which 
disregards difference or, with a bio/ethno-nationalistic agenda, propa-
gated the reversal of the supposedly “unnatural” and forced emancipa-
tion of women.

A Brief Overview of the Events, Forums and Members 
of the New Yugoslav Feminism

The story begins in the early 1970s: at this point, what we find in the 
open are journal publications, and what we find backstage are a handful 
of young women and a few university professors following the Western 
feminist movement, beginning to compare the situation in their own 
country and looking for ways in which their insights could be commu-
nicated resulting in change and not punishment. As we can see from the 
interviews and from their biographies, these women came from a rela-
tively homogeneous social background and, with a few exceptions, were 
from the same generation. It was a generation born after the war, from 
mothers who had a first-hand war experience and very often were them-
selves active participants of the partisan movement. Unlike their mothers, 
these women were puzzled by the contradiction between the promise of 
the regime and their own experience of their “emancipation”, the lives 
of their mothers who were supposedly equal to their fathers and the 
women around them, who on the level of discourse were equal to men.4 
Academia seemed to be a relatively safe space for the first tentative pub-
lications about “what is happening to American women”.5 Also, because 
of the influence of some professors and the openness of some women 
officials in the state women’s organisation, the Konferencija za društvenu 
aktivnost žena [Conference for the Social Participation of Women], that 
is the KDAŽ, some of the young women and men could participate in 
the conferences and editorial work of the journal Žena [Woman].

The array of journals accepting feminist pieces expanded relatively 
quickly. From 1975 on, it included Pitanja [Questions], Naše teme 
[Our topics], Argumenti [Arguments], Ideje [Ideas], Socijalizam u 
svetu [Socialism in the world], Dometi [Scopes], Republika [Republic], 
Književnost [Literature], and in the 1980s, Problemi [Problems] in 
Slovenia. The student journals, Mladina [Youth] in Ljubljana and Student 
and Vidici [Views] in Belgrade, also provided important forums for new 
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feminist discussions, which is not by accident: the youth organisations 
enjoyed relative freedom from state control in their activities.6

With time, the feminist articles reached a wider audience through 
newspapers and weeklies, such as NIN [Nedjeljne informativne novine—
Weekly informative news], Danas [Today], Start, as well as wom-
en’s magazines, such as Bazar published in Belgrade, Svijet [World] in 
Zagreb and Jana in Ljubljana. Naša žena [Our woman], another print 
medium in Ljubljana, was a magazine between the more serious Žena 
and the popular women’s magazines. The journalist, writer and sociol-
ogist Slavenka Drakulić, the sociologist Vesna Pusić, the journalist (soci-
ologist and psychologist by training) Vesna Kesić and Sofija Trivunac, a 
psychologist from Belgrade, were frequent authors of these popularised 
articles about serious feminist issues. Helping the spread and exchange 
of feminist ideas, the media space was open for contributors from all of 
Yugoslavia and the main papers were also accessible throughout the terri-
tory of the whole country.

The institutional framework was provided partly by the youth organi
sations also publishing Student and Vidici, and partly by the universities 
in Zagreb and Ljubljana: the groups called Žena i društvo were part of the 
sociology departments of these universities. In Belgrade, the most impor-
tant stronghold of new feminism was the SKC, the Students’ Cultural 
Centre, where the director of the Gallery of the SKC, later the director of 
the whole institution, was Dunja Blažević. A group of young and talented 
curators, such as Biljana Tomić and Bojana Pejić, met here with univer-
sity students and later scholars and professionals such as the sociologist 
Žarana Papić, the psychologist Sofija Trivunac, the construction engineer 
Sonja Drljević and the journalist Lina Vušković. Under the auspices of the 
SKC, Papić, Blažević, the writer and film-maker Jasmina Tešanović and 
Nada Ler-Sofronić, the only member of the new Yugoslav feminist cir-
cles from Sarajevo, arranged the first international feminist conference in 
Yugoslavia in 1978. Many women joined the feminist circles after they 
had attended the conference. The programme organiser of the SKC, 
Dragica Vukadinović, helped with the conference and made many other 
feminist events at the SKC possible. This famous and canonical confer-
ence, however, was preceded by many publications (since 1972), a lot of 
brainstorming, as well as events including public forums, open discus-
sions, exhibitions and literary readings, and even feminist presentations at 
KDAŽ organised conferences, starting in 1976 in Portorož.7
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At the beginning, Belgrade and Zagreb were the most active venues, 
but the only participant from Sarajevo, Ler-Sofronić, became one of the 
most prolific and creative authors of scholarly work. The Ljubljana scene 
joined the other two Žena i društvo groups later, in the early 1980s. 
Perhaps because of the later awakening of the group, it was more com-
plex in the sense that it found a niche both at the university and at the 
ŠKUC, the students’ centre in Ljubljana.

The intense interpersonal exchange throughout the member states 
and the connections with the international feminist scene were possible 
partly due to the fact that many women studied and worked in differ-
ent cities. For example, Rada Iveković, Biljana Kašić and Dunja Blažević 
studied both in Zagreb and Belgrade. Silva Mežnarić taught at both the 
University of Zagreb and the University of Ljubljana. The women in the 
group were friends, who visited and hosted each other in the other cit-
ies. Nada Popović-Perišić’s dissertation about the écriture féminine was 
refused for defence in Belgrade and was highly praised and defended in 
Zagreb.8 Also, due to the different attitudes of the local KDAŽs, some 
actions or events were possible rather in one city than the other: as an 
example, the Zagreb KDAŽ gave funding to the Zagreb women to travel 
to the 1978 conference to Belgrade, while the event was harshly criti-
cised by the KDAŽ there.

The history of the new Yugoslav feminism has its own periodisation, 
while it was running parallel with the new or second-wave feminisms in 
the “West”. After the beginnings in the early 1970s, 1978 was a mile-
stone for having made feminism visible in Yugoslavia and attracting 
members who did not know about the groups before. After this phase, 
there was a turn, to many, a “second wave” around 1985–1986, when 
many women wanted a change in the work of the groups, focusing more 
on activism and consciousness-raising in small, women-only groups. The 
next phase in their story started around 1990, when new, increasingly 
diverse groups were born out of the Žena i društvo circles, going in dif-
ferent directions: from political and soon, anti-war activism through a 
more developed LGBT activism and anti-violence activism to institution-
alising feminist knowledge by the creation of women’s studies or gender 
studies centres and departments at the universities or as parallel institu-
tions. The phase after 1990 is so different from the times before that this 
is the time when my analysis ends.

The events themselves can also be categorised. In the early times, the 
meetings were highly informal, taking place in kitchens, cafés or pubs, 



6   LÓRÁND

and due to their size were between a consciousness-raising group and 
a seminar. For example, there were talks about psychoanalysis at Vera 
Smiljanić’s apartment, which Sofija Trivunac remembers not only as  
professional, but also as “consciousnes-raising meetings”. These grew 
into university seminars or talks, to which invitations were sent out; such 
events took place mostly in Ljubljana and Zagreb. In Belgrade, the SKC  
offered a series of discussions, the tribina. These were open to the public,  
but the organisers and those more interested in the topic of the  
discussion often went out for a drink for more casual discussions. The 
venue was the Marjež kafana, which “we never left in a bad mood”, says  
Lina Vušković. The women were growing together, changing together 
and sharing the experience of realising what being a feminist means. Lina 
Vušković puts it in these words: “To give up on traditional gender roles 
and to start living a feminist life is a very painful process. What you gain, 
however, is self-respect, the most precious human sentiment”.9

The conferences (the 1978 international conference in Belgrade, and 
then the Yugoslav feminist conferences in 1987, 1988, 1989 and 1990) 
and the summer schools at the Inter-University Centre Dubrovnik from 
1987 on were attracting the largest audiences and opened up to women 
who would otherwise not have attended the feminist meetings. After 
1985, the small group meetings returned, this time out of the inten-
tion of the group members. Both the consciousness-raising groups, 
where personal experiences were worked on, and the training groups 
for the SOS helplines for abused women and victims of domestic vio-
lence, required the closed format. At the same time, because of the SOS 
helpline and the activities around it, the feminists reached a much wider 
audience, which could have served even as a basis for a wider grass-roots 
movement, had the war not come. The three groups in the three cities 
cooperated very closely in the creation of these helplines, sharing knowl-
edge and experience. This was also the time when the Zagreb scene was 
enriched by the joining of the key figures of anti-violence activists such as 
Vesna Mimica, Katarina Vidović and Nela Pamuković.

The phases in the history of new Yugoslav feminism also mean dif-
ferent phases in which a certain discipline or discourse was more domi-
nant than the others, attracting different audiences and creating different 
languages. These factors define the ways criticism can be expressed, and 
therefore, this book is structured along disciplines or mediums, from aca-
demia through art and literature, popular mass media to activism.
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The Theoretical Consequences and the Place of This 
Project in the Existing Historiography

The histories of socialist Eastern Europe are still, as Alexei Yurchak 
points out, written in what he calls binary metaphors, which subscribe to 
a post-socialist master narrative “in the history of socialism that implicitly 
and explicitly reproduce binary categories of the Cold War and the oppo-
sition between ‘first world’ and ‘second world’”, thus ignoring the ethi-
cal and aesthetic complexities of socialist life.10 Within this, Yugoslavia is 
seen as the exception,11 which in the meantime leads to a predominant 
focus on its nationalist dissidents, changing the binary opposition to 
that between mildly oppressive regime and diverse range of nationalist  
dissidents at the time I examine here.12 This exceptionality of the regime 
is highlighted in books about the complexity of socialist everyday life in 
Yugoslavia,13 which confirm the idea that everyday practices during state 
socialism “do not constitute a new binary. They are not in an either-or 
relationship; rather, they are indivisible and mutually productive”.14 The 
same theory may apply not only to the everyday experience of the citi-
zens of state-socialist countries, but also to the intellectuals and the intel-
lectual discourse produced by these intellectuals.

For various reasons, new Yugoslav feminism is a case par excellence of 
the productive encounter of discourses. Engaging in a dialogue with the 
state, building on its promise of gender equality, the new Yugoslav fem-
inists did not oppose directly the Yugoslav state, but saw women’s place 
there as constant opposition: as Nada Ler-Sofronić puts it

throughout the thousand-year long oppression of women, women could 
maintain a relatively autonomous position (…) [while they] had to obey those 
in power, fit into the system and the existing order. While doing so, they 
remained in opposition and they managed to preserve an inner, a different 
sociability [društvenost] in themselves with the help of psychological resistance 
and by constantly reminding themselves of their dissatisfactory position.15

The state admitted the lack of full emancipation of women and that 
the “patriarchal consciousness” remained present in Yugoslav social-
ism, as we can see in the statements of state representatives at pub-
lic events about the status of women.16 In the meantime, what they 
offered, was not enough from the new feminist perspective. The dis-
appointment of this new generation of young women is similar to the 
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experience of the feminists in the USA and Western Europe, and this 
aspect should be constantly kept in mind when we discuss the differ-
ence between the so-called East and the so-called West.17 Despite the 
differences in the economic and political systems, the new feminist 
movement and ideology were born out of a disappointment with the 
promises of the Left.18

The new Yugoslav feminists learned about the West and the criticism 
of existing democracies through the inner, feminist dissidence19; thus, 
they were inspired and critical of Western capitalist democracies at the 
same time, unlike for example the liberal dissident groups in Central 
Europe. The new Yugoslav feminism, as we shall see, posed strict criti-
cism by pointing out the systemic nature of the oppression of women, 
thematising new sexualities, and most importantly, being the first to the-
matise the violence women endure. Their claim was that the state did 
not change the status quo, one of their conclusions being that once the 
regime was built on patriarchy, it became ideologically impossible for 
women to achieve real equality there.20 Joan W. Scott warns that femi-
nism should dispute “those histories of democracy that attribute earlier 
exclusions to temporary glitches in a perfectible, ever-expansive plu-
ralist system and that take the extension of the vote, outside its neces-
sarily consistent indicator of the absence of inequality in a society”.21 
The rights provided by the party state were exactly the extensions of 
the already existing political system. To change the structures, a new 
approach (see the title of the 1978 conference: “Comrade-ess woman, 
a new approach”), a new vocabulary was needed. In the meantime, the 
framework of the socialist Yugoslav state itself was not a target of attack 
by the new Yugoslav feminists, which can be explained not just through 
strategic considerations, but also by the state’s however imperfect 
engagement with women’s emancipation, as well as by the feminists’ crit-
ical assessment of the situation of women in other contexts. As we shall 
see, the depth and radicalism of criticism towards the state depended on 
the medium or publicity, the time and the theme as well.

The new Yugoslav feminist criticism of the state helps us to understand 
dissent throughout the region of East Central Europe. It is useful to com-
pare the new Yugoslav feminist critique both to other countries, which 
had similar state projects of women’s emancipation with little or no femi-
nist critique, as well as to other forms of dissent, such as liberal or national 
dissidence. Here, it is important to recognize the pluralistic nature of 
dissent in the region, as well as the contested meanings of terms. For 
example, in his text from 1988, Tony Judt cuts through the abundance 
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of terms (opposition, dissent, anti-politics, resistance) and chooses dissi-
dence and opposition, opting rather for the latter, saying: “my interest is 
in people and movements that function as opponents of the Party and the 
state, and which occupy that role in novel ways”.22 I call the new feminist 
discourse in Yugoslavia a critical discourse and a form of dissent, rather 
than dissidence. Despite the commonalities between new Yugoslav fem-
inism and Central European dissidents in strategies and in their critical 
discourse, there are prevailing differences in their circumstances, theo-
ries and approaches; hence, the concept of dissidence in my text will be 
reserved for the dissident circles in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. 
A key difference is that Yugoslav feminists attempted to engage the state 
in a dialogue rather than refusing it per se, as most dissidence does. In 
the meantime, it makes sense to look at this new feminism in the light of 
dissenting discourses, because of the dissenting status of feminism else-
where and because of the windows the self-definition of dissidents them-
selves offer for this.23 Yurchak’s approach is rather useful for the history of 
Yugoslav feminism, and he is critical of the Czechoslovak dissident intel-
lectual Václav Havel for his repeating binaries.24 At the same time, Havel’s 
famous idea of dissidence, in my reading, has the potential of opening up 
the concept of dissidence (which does not fit the Yugoslav feminists) to 
one of dissent, which is rather productive:

writers who write as they wish without regard for censorship or official 
demands and who issue their work –when official publishers refuse to print 
it – as samizdat. They may be philosophers, historians, sociologists, and all 
those who practice independent scholarship and, if it is impossible through 
official or semi-official channels, who also circulate their work in samizdat 
or who organize private discussions, lectures, and seminars. They may be 
teachers who privately teach young people things that are kept from them 
in the state schools; clergymen who […] try to carry on a free religious 
life; painters, musicians, and singers who practice their work regardless 
of how it is looked upon by official institutions; everyone who shares this 
independent culture and helps to spread it.25

The new feminists in Yugoslavia did not publish in samizdat; neither 
were they imprisoned for their writings. However, what I will show 
throughout this book is that they were in search of critical or opposi-
tional positions within the state’s mainstream. They created a micro-
space where nonconformist ideas could be discussed, critical thoughts 
were disseminated outside the official classroom space, and new research 
was done despite the resistance of the institutions.
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Importantly enough, this happened in a country where there was no 
pre-publication censorship, journals were controlled through funding 
and where, adhering to a few rules, one could even express criticism of 
the regime. These few rules are well summed-up in the list of themes 
Jasna Dragović-Soso provides. Issues that could not be questioned were 
the “inherently positive value of Yugoslav unification”, the negative 
nature of the Yugoslav regime between the two world wars and finally 
the official interpretation of the “war of national liberation” and the 
communist revolution.26 Many of my interviewees would add to this list, 
or simplify it to the untouchable status of Tito, the SKJ and the unques-
tionability of the existence of Yugoslavia.

Looking at “possibilities of dissent” in Yugoslavia, Sharon Zukin 
argues that “[i]n states that claim to operate on the basis of a Marxist 
ideology, there is an enormous vulnerability to dissent because of the gap 
between theory and practice. In capitalist states, dissent arises in more 
limited institutional contexts, notably over the excesses of administrative 
agencies or the dishonesty of executive authorities”.27 She claims that 
due to the framework, the activity of Đilas or the Praxis group is closer 
to “whistle-blowing” in the USA than to East European dissidence. In 
the meantime, she also debates the “liberalism” of the Yugoslav state, 
and she suggests rather discussing different strategies of control, such as 
creating a controlled space within the state: “neither self-management 
nor market socialism is as central to Yugoslav development as the rela-
tively noncoercive strategies of labour mobilization and capital accumu-
lation that the leadership established in response to internal and external 
pressures beginning in 1947 and 1948. And it is wrong to characterize 
these strategies as liberalism”.28 Even for critical intellectual positions, 
there could be severe consequences of a publication in a scholarly journal 
or in the form of poetry.29 Editors of journals could also be dismissed 
by the “publisher” of the journal, i.e. the associations, companies, social, 
political, educational and other specialised professional institutions,30 
which were working under the umbrella of the SSRNJ (Socijalistička 
savez radnog naroda Jugoslavije—Socialist Alliance of Working People 
of Yugoslavia).31 Nick Miller describes the path of dissent in Yugoslavia 
starting with a move from Marxism to Marxist revisionism, followed by a 
more oppositional stream demanding democracy (or at least freedom of 
expression, irrespective of nationalist claims, that follow later), and the 
ethno-nationalist opposition (which ideologically is hardly a bearer of the 
previous waves, even if there were personal overlaps between these).32 
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In other countries, such as Hungary, Poland and then Czechoslovakia, 
dissidents by the 1980s gave up on Marxism, and few maintained a 
left-orientation and expressed their reservations about the introduction 
of capitalism after 1989.33 Another element of the shift within which 
the “Marxist opposition turned into a more general search for standard 
liberal goals: the right to speak, the right to gather, the right to open 
critique of their political, social, economic, and cultural system”,34 was 
a focus on human rights,35 which also became part of the feminist dis-
course in Yugoslavia with the activist turn in the mid-1980s. The ambiv-
alent emancipation of women offered by the state socialist regimes made 
it impossible for liberal or nationalist dissidents, who by the 1980s had 
almost entirely given up on Marxism, to relate to a feminism, which 
relied on Marxian ideas in some of its argumentation and at least partly 
acknowledged the improvements in women’s situation in socialist coun-
tries. This underscores both the plurality of dissidence in the region, and 
points to one of the reasons why feminism and feminist ideas were mar-
ginalised by liberal and nationalist dissidents during and post-transition.

The perception of a certain group by the regime they criticise also 
defines their actions: the political scientists Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, 
within the frames of further binaries, delineate the concepts of “ethical 
civil society” and “political society”,36 and the significance of these cate-
gories in Central European dissent is analysed in detail by Alan Renwick.37 
The most important difference between the two positions is that whereas 
the basis of action for the ethical civil society is the “ethics of truth (…), 
political society is interest-based”.38 The former has the capacity to be 
anti-political, whereas the latter necessarily involves compromise, through, 
for example, entering the political arena. In the case of the Central 
European dissidents, this arena is the state. Further options are to ignore 
the state. This is what happens in anti-politics and political secession, or to 
engage the state from the outside. These strategic and ideological choices 
serve as analytical categories too,39 and they help in pointing out the dif-
ference between new Yugoslav feminism, which engaged with the state 
from the outside and therefore more closely approached a “political civil 
society”, and the anti-politics of the dissidents of the 1980s.

When looking at feminist activism in the UK and Sweden around the 
issue of domestic violence, Lesley McMillan analyses possibilities for the 
feminists in their relations to the state. Her analysis warns of the power 
any state has over influencing the outcomes of a movement. Quite impor-
tantly, McMillan specifies the two, often contradictory ways in which the 
feminists working against domestic violence had to relate to the state: on 
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the level of practical policies, the second-wave of feminism wanted response 
from the state in the form of policy changes, while the movement consid-
ered the state “responsible for upholding oppressive gender relations”.40 
To achieve these goals, Linda Briskin delineates two main lines of strategies, 
those of “mainstreaming” and of “disengagement”,41 which is very similar 
to the Linz-Stepan model of civil societies. Although Briskin and McMillan 
draw their models and conclusions about the examples of liberal democratic 
states, comparison is possible: the Yugoslav state is similar to the one which 
“offers relatively safe environments for change but threaten deliberation 
through a lack of clear opposition”.42 When it comes to women’s rights, 
while offering a state implemented programme of women’s emancipation, 
the Yugoslav state also attempted to eliminate the critique and opposition to 
such policies through the dissolution of the independent women’s organisa-
tions in 1953. Pointing out the dangers of focusing on the state, McMillan 
quotes Charles Tilly, who writes in his From Mobilisation to Revolution: “If 
the state is in the focus of demands, it has the ability to facilitate or repress 
movements by making collective actions more or less costly”.43

This book is at the crossroads of various fields of historiography. The 
history of new Yugoslav feminism in the 1970s and 1980s is covered in 
part in the articles of Barbara Jancar, Sabrina Ramet, Lina Vušković and 
Sofija Trivunac. The Slovenian part of the story is told in detail, albeit from 
a different angle, by Vlasta Jalušič in her introduction and through the 
interviews in the volume Kako smo hodile v feministično gimnazijo [How 
We Attended Feminist High School].44 Interviews commemorate these 
times in the volume Aktivistkinje [Activist women] as well.45 The 1978 
conference is commemorated and analysed in detail in the MA thesis of 
Chiara Bonfiglioli—later published as an article as well. Some important 
aspects of the Dubrovnik summer schools are covered in the MA the-
sis of Marijana Mitrović, later also published as an article and in the per-
sonal recollections of the participants of the events of the Inter-University 
Centre Dubrovnik.46 The story of the LGBT movements is presented in 
Slovenian by Suzana Tratnik and Nataša S. Segan.47 There is much more 
literature available on the post-1991 era in terms of both women’s and 
LGBT activism, and here, I would mention the work of Bojan Aleksov, 
Bojan Bilić, Elissa Helms, Ana Miškovska Kajevska and Dubravka Žarkov.48 
The histories of women and socialism reflect and tell the stories of the 
changes of women’s position under socialism. About the partisan expe-
rience of women, there is the work of Ivana Pantelić, Jelena Batinić and 
Barbara Wiesinger,49 also Chiara Bonfiglioli and Barbara Jancar.50 About 
the situation of women in Yugoslavia, the work of Vera Gudac-Dodić and 
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the edited volume by Latinka Perović,51 about violence and oppression in 
women’s lives, the writings of Renata Jambrešić Kirin provide crucial infor-
mation.52 The debates about the role of state socialism in women’s emanci-
pation, together with the historical works assessing the results of the state’s 
emancipatory politics and the new research on the role and agency of 
women under socialism, were also influential for the approach and position 
of my work.53 The critique of the feminists in Yugoslavia, however, shed 
a new light on the assessment of the state-socialist achievements regard-
ing gender equality, as their critique of the state and debates with the state 
show that despite the dedication of several women and organisations within 
the state structure, state-socialist regimes remained highly patriarchal.54

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

This book, first and foremost, intends to do what Quentin Skinner beau-
tifully calls the “humanist project of interpreting texts”,55 while it also 
intends to tell a story. My analysis relies on and hopes to successfully and 
creatively combine different feminist authors and their way of reading his-
tory, from Gerda Lerner to Joan W. Scott, and the linguistic contextualism 
of the Cambridge School, especially J. G. A. Pocock and Quentin Skinner, 
some achievements of Reinhart Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte and a concep-
tual-contextual approach to ideologies as done by Michael Freeden. While 
conceptual history focuses on the meanings of the texts through a contex-
tual reading, for feminist historiography, there always is an explicit political 
stake in recovering events of the past. In my reading, the two support each 
other in the sense that it is the interest of feminist historiography to have 
meanings of concepts central to certain ideologies recovered, while intellec-
tual history’s contextualism implicitly and often even explicitly subscribes to 
the importance of the personal within the political. The strategies behind 
feminist movements always necessarily involve an intervention with lan-
guage and a struggle for meanings, the reconstruction of which is the pri-
mary aim of conceptual and intellectual history, which at the very same time 
respects the importance of the role of the personal and the individual too.

Since we speak about a group of intellectuals, their textual interventions 
into the discourse of the state are among their earliest and most impor-
tant achievements, which later provided a foundation for the first activ-
ist steps, leading to the establishment of the first SOS hotlines for victims 
of domestic and gender-based violence in Eastern Europe. In reaction to 
the still present “patriarchal consciousness”, they offered a new language, 
a language created through transfers and translations,56 or, in Lucy Delap’s 
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phrasing, through various interactions and interchanges.57 I find Delap’s 
analytical frame especially useful for my own work, because the framework 
she borrows from Daniel Rodgers58 includes the political actions as well as 
transnational political association arising from the shared texts. Delap sees 
feminism as a “shared conversation”, which, nonetheless, is “not simply 
about ideas, but also about creative experimentation” (39). The meanings 
of shared languages change in different contexts and “commence with the 
diffusion and sharing of key texts, and deepen via the construction of friend-
ship and professional networks”. This leads to the sharing of techniques and 
practices, including the sharing of a language and the creation of “semantic 
resources previously not available” (66–67). My interest is in the new ideol-
ogies and new concepts, the new meanings produced through the sharing 
of languages. Ideologies not only are based on concepts, but there always is 
a struggle for the meanings of those concepts. In order to understand con-
cepts, ideas or ideologies, in order to give my protagonists or “their thought 
a history, we have to provide an activity or a continuity of action”.59

In my own analysis, I use ideology and discourse alternately through-
out the text, being aware that feminist authors and activists are often cau-
tious with the term ideology itself. I find ideology a more clear-cut term 
than the overused term discourse, and more useful when speaking about 
the encounter of feminism with other ideologies, such as Marxism, Marxist 
revisionism and socialism. Christine Stansell, for example, admits the unease 
of many feminists, herself as well, with the word ideology: “Ideology, of 
connotations of dogma, is too strong a description”.60 In the meantime, 
she herself emphasises the importance of the changing vocabulary within 
a certain ideology, such as feminism, across time: for example, the 1920s 
brought along a change in the feminist movement in the Anglo-American 
world through a new vocabulary: “These newest New Women spoke not so 
much about women’s rights but about the human race, labor, democracy 
and ‘feminism,’ the latter a French word gaining currency in the English 
lexicon”.61 Maren Lockwood Carden, when writing a very-very early his-
tory in 1974 of the new feminist movement in the USA emerging in the 
1960s, is more relaxed about a professional use of the word ideology. She 
explains ideology as “a set of ideas, arguments and principles which make 
up the rationale for the movement’s existence”.62 Her definition is taken 
from social movement theories, which, as she reminds the readers, unlike 
Mannheim’s Ideology and Utopia, treat ideology as a neutral term in the 
description of social and intellectual phenomena.

“Ideologies are at the heart of political process”, claims Michael 
Freeden in the introduction of his edited volume, Reassessing Political 
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Ideologies: The Durability of Dissent.63 He also refers to Mannheim as the 
one who “identified ideologies as systems that endorsed the status quo, 
in the face of the status quo defenders” (3). In the meantime, Freeden 
claims what is also the position of this book, that ideologies are “normal 
and extensive forms of thought” (1). In his seminal work, Ideologies and 
Political Theory, he bases the interpretation of ideologies on the inter-
pretation of concepts within ideologies, stating that it is the ideologies 
which select the meaning and establish networks of meaning.64 Within 
the networks, meanings also influence each other and depending on the 
ideology, some of them take a more central place than other concepts. 
Freeden calls these the core concepts and peripheral concepts within each 
ideology.65 The difference between concepts and words, in the words of 
the founder of conceptual history, Reinhart Koselleck, is that “[s]ocial 
and political concepts possess a substantial claim to generality and always 
have meanings […] in modalities other than words”,66 they are “thus the 
concentrate of substantial meanings” (84). Koselleck warns us that with-
out common concepts “there is no political field of action” (74), justify-
ing the conceptual analysis of feminist phenomena.

In Ideologies and Political Theory, Freeden applies his approach to 
feminism, as a new ideology with a certain agenda but which, together 
with “green ideology”, are “trying to escape the morphological and 
interpretative constraints of the older established ideologies”.67 The 
attempt to escape these constraints is faced by Stansell and Carden 
and is reaffirmed by Delap. Delap adds a footnote: feminism “should 
remain understood as a term in transition, indicating no accepted and 
clearly bound set of ideas or political agenda”.68 This reluctance to set 
the boundaries of an ideology, even in a marvellously well-argued and 
researched study of an ideology, as that of Delap’s, indicates the preva-
lence of the Mannheimian fear of the Marx-Engelsian concept of ideol-
ogy as dogma and as one which necessarily brings along repression on 
behalf of those with more power.69 Diana Coole elegantly cuts through 
this dilemma, when she writes that over the history of feminism in the 
twentieth century, “the kind of interventions at each stage were those 
appropriate to the specific situation they engaged, rather than phases of 
one continuous project”.70

The writing of feminist intellectual histories is crucial in order to place 
feminism in dialogue with other schools of thought, other ideologies, 
what I attempt to do here. The field of feminist intellectual history itself, 
however, has much less representative texts than the history of the move-
ment. Apart from Delap and Coole, there are two works I would use 
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as examples. Ute Gerhard’s Desiring Revolution is the intellectual his-
tory of the sexual revolution, read from a critical feminist perspective.71 
Rosalind Rosenberg’s 1982 book is another example, one which explores 
the intellectual roots of modern feminism from the late nineteenth cen-
tury on.72 Joan W. Scott’s Only Paradoxes to Offer, the history of French 
feminism from 1792 to 1944 through the work of four feminist thinkers, 
claims to make an attempt to move feminist history out of the tradition 
it stands in since the nineteenth century. She sees this history of femi-
nism as “the history of women who have only had paradoxes to offer [… 
because …] historically modern Western feminism is constituted by the 
discursive practices of democratic politics that have equated individual-
ity with masculinity”.73 Instead of a search for “strategies of opposition” 
of the movement, Scott wants “to understand feminism in terms of the 
discursive processes – epistemologies, institutions, and practices – that 
produce political subjects, that make agency (in this case the agency of 
the feminists) possible even when it is forbidden or denied” (16). In my 
interpretation, the “strategies of opposition” are born out of these dis-
cursive processes.

One of the groundbreaking authors in women’s history, Gerda Lerner’s 
historical writing was highly influenced by her work in the women’s move-
ment and her own work with poor, unskilled women. Her experience with 
consciousness-raising leads her to the writing of her seminal essay on wom-
en’s consciousness, which became instructive for the next generations of 
feminist historians, including those in this book, such as Barbara Jancar and 
Lydia Sklevicky.74 Lerner is an excellent example of how a discourse, an ide-
ological position, builds up from personal experience, activist knowledge 
and academic knowledge. This is important in light of the debate whether 
ideologies are born from movements or movements from ideologies.

Therefore, while my research in its methodology mostly focuses on 
published sources, I closely read these with the aim of understanding 
how a feminist ideology is shaped. I do so with keeping in mind the sig-
nificance of the individual authors and the way meanings disseminate 
in their writings. The Cambridge School scholars, as well as Freeden, 
emphasise the focus on individual texts instead of creating a grand nar-
rative which does not fit into any historical context. Freeden refers to 
two authors from the 1960s, Robert Lane and Philip Converse, who 
both worked to expand ideology to the grass-roots or individual posi-
tions of the common people, against the association of ideology with 
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high politics and the ruling class, as it has earlier been done.75 The con-
sequence of the focus on a multitude of authors and positions is the 
“unpacking” of the internal complexity of the major ideological fami-
lies. Unlike Freeden, I would not call these ideologies “democratically 
produced”, but through the multitude of voices, these ideologies reveal 
themselves as what Bakhtin calls polyphonic. The search for coher-
ence, entanglements as much as for difference and complexity is behind 
the recent gigantic enterprise of the history of political though in East 
Central Europe by Balázs Trencsényi and his team.76 My work was 
inspired both by the broad range of sources and the way the story about 
the region talks to the histories of political thought of the “West”, as 
well as to recent attempts to write global intellectual history.

My work is based predominantly on published materials (journal and 
newspaper articles, journal special issues, edited volumes and books, 
works of literature, art exhibition catalogues, TV shows), which have 
a set readership and, via the very publication process, a certain author-
itative status. I also relied on semi-published archival sources, such as 
exhibition documentations, programme reports of institutions to their 
donors, press clippings, minutes of meetings and correspondences 
as archived by organisations. For my library research, I have relied on 
various bibliographies on feminism and the women’s movement in 
Yugoslavia, as well as the references of my interviewees.77 The Students’ 
Cultural Centre (SKC) in Belgrade has excellent holdings of the materi-
als of the feminist meetings and press clippings. I also rely on the mate-
rial from the Društvo Vita Activa, Ljubljana. The RTS Belgrade’s Archive 
and its archivists were very helpful with finding the relevant television 
recordings.

In order to be able to write the story of new Yugoslav feminism as 
a story and to fill in the gaps between the texts, I interviewed 20 par-
ticipants of the feminist groups of the time.78 The interviews were 
semi-structured, where I asked the interviewees about their experience 
of the feminist group at the time, their intellectual influences, their rela-
tionship to the other members of the group, the official women’s organ-
isations and other intellectual circles. Rather than using the interviews to 
write an oral history, explicitly evaluating the interview statements in light 
of written sources, elements of the interviews stand as mottos of the chap-
ters and as elements which make this text a narrative, between the analyt-
ical parts.79 This way I hope to let the reader get a glimpse of the lives of 
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the protagonists whose work I analyse in detail and provide space for the 
personal voices of these protagonists 30–40 years later.80

Feminism: Conceptual Clarifications

Once we speak about concepts, ideologies and meanings, I shall give a 
working definition of what I consider feminism, bearing in mind that 
the meaning varies from context to context and from author to author. 
The working definition is from Sara Ruddick, stating that feminism is 
the acknowledgement that “gender divisions of work, pleasure, power, 
and sensibility are socially created, detrimental to women, and, to a lesser 
degree, to men, and therefore can and should be changed”.81 The pro-
posals for the exact ways these divisions are created and the ways they 
can be changed are those which differentiate the currents of feminism. 
What Ruddick does not emphasise in her definition, but what should be 
added to the definition of feminism, in my reading and especially in a 
state-socialist context, is the importance of women’s agency. Feminism 
is a form of humanism which is defined by respect and responsibility— 
responsibility both as the responsibility of feminists and feminism 
towards their community and identifying what and who holds the 
responsibility for the status quo. Calling oneself a feminist is also a per-
formative act by which one is willing to associate herself or himself with 
feminism.

I use the term feminism in the singular, being aware of the multiplicity of 
meanings, definitions, streams, waves and currents attributed to it. Feminism 
already implies a complex set of thought varying through time, space and 
its own goals in a certain context, but its diverging forms are connected by 
the definition above. These streams, waves and currents of feminism may be 
contemporaneous and diachronic, while we should try to avoid the “rigid 
segregation between feminisms”.82 Linda Briskin criticises Alison Jaggar for 
the categorisation of contemporaneous feminisms as liberal, radical or social-
ist, which Jaggar does by locating the roots of feminism in “the mainstream 
political tradition”. Feminism is indeed in dialogue with other political ide-
ologies; however, a too rigid segregation hides that there are more overlaps 
between the currents than differences. The periodisation of feminism should 
also be treated with caution. This ideological dialogue, diachronic and con-
temporaneous engagement and polyphonic critique, central to understand-
ing much of feminism, is also central to the story of the next chapter, when a 
new generation of feminists in 1970s and 80s Yugoslavia recovered the story 
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of their predecessors after the seeming caesura of WWII and state-imposed 
emancipation policies and began to assess those policies, which provided 
many of the rights feminism demands, even as feminism provided avenues to 
critique the shortcomings of the state’s emancipatory project.
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Vesna Kesić: “This is what I call ‘a click’ in my own life. Something you 
always felt was a problem, suddenly had a name. I did read all the books 
before, but that was all socialist ‘feminism’, unfortunately. It was difficult 
for us to find a niche to revolt, since this problem, our problem was officially 
resolved. (…) We wanted to bring feminism into the radical leftist ideas. The 
reactions from big institutions were very bad. (…) Our feminism was one of 
the first initiatives to reclaim the civil society, even if we were not completely 
aware of it. We aimed at autonomy within the state.”

Sofija Trivunac: “If you want to change things, first you have to search in 
yourself. I found communism short-lived, it was imposing on others. Instead 
of that, I wanted a small group where we can discuss as equals, in the spirit 
of ‘the private is political’. This was the space where women learned to speak 
publicly. First many of us were very shy.”

Slavenka Drakulić: “What became the Žena i društvo group, first was just 
a circle in which we, friends who were studying sociology together, Lydia 
Sklevicky, Vesna Pusić, Gordana Cerjan-Letica, Vesna Kesić, Rada Iveković, 
could sit down and talk to each other. We were reading, it was like self-educa-
tion, Betty Friedan, Germaine Greer, whatever we could. This made us look at 
the position of women in Yugoslavia with different eyes, we started seeing the 
pitfalls of this emancipation from above. In the meantime, women members of 
the party fought in the war, and it was because of their participation that they 
could become members of the government and enter public life.”
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Tanja Rener: “I joined the feminist group in the late 1970s. It was for me 
much rather a political than a personal choice. I mean, I didn’t join femi-
nism because of some sort of personal experience of discrimination, but rather 
because of the social and political justice I was striving for. I was surprised 
though by the post-1968 atmosphere, I was disappointed by the gender insen-
sitivity and the very few women in the students’ revolutionary circles. I went 
to Ljubljana from a small village, at the end of the 1970s, by then there was a 
feminist group already. First there was Mirjana Ule, who was connected to the 
famous Zagreb feminist group. Then we had our first, ‘kitchen phase’. Vlasta 
[Jalušič] was there, she said: ‘we have to exist, we have so much to do [as a 
feminist group].’”1

As many of the new feminists sitting at the kitchen tables, students’ cul-
tural centres, pubs and clubs discussing new feminist ideas came from 
the university both as students and as professors, it was academia itself 
which proved to be an important discursive space for the new feminist 
endeavours. In their discussions and in their writing, they were pushing 
for a reassessment of substantial issues: the political of the private–pub-
lic division, the concept of gender in societal analysis, the division of 
labour, women’s place in a society as such. Looking at all this necessarily 
means the critique of the perseverance of injustice in that society which 
promises općeljudske [a general human] equality to all its citizens, irre-
spective of their gender. This chapter is about the first inquiries of the 
new Yugoslav feminists into different approaches to the allegedly already 
solved “women’s question” in academic texts, from the fields of the 
humanities and social sciences.

By their textual interventions, the new Yugoslav feminists stretched 
the boundaries of the ways academia thought of itself and the ways the 
state presented the position of women in Yugoslavia. Through the read-
ing of new feminist texts from the USA and Western Europe, as well as 
critical Marxist texts from different schools of thought, and sometimes 
even philosophy from India, the new feminist discourse in Yugoslavia 
attributed new meanings to the concept of feminism itself. Their polit-
ical action in the academic discussions was rather a discursive one: bal-
ancing between disengagement and mainstreaming,2 they tried to create 
a new language in the Skinnerian sense,3 to talk about women’s eman-
cipation and the relations between men and women. This involves not 
only redefining what feminism means, but also the reconceptualisation 
of consciousness, women’s universal experience, patriarchy, family, work, 
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“homosexuality”, the relationship between the private and the public, as 
well as the introduction of the concept of gender. I analyse these con-
cepts and the ideational transfers which shaped their meanings. The his-
toriographical reassessment of the role of feminism in Yugoslavia was one 
of the strongest points where the new feminists challenged the regime, 
in search of their place. To show the position of the new feminists within 
the state’s discourse, we also need to look at the state’s position and how 
through the declaration the “women’s question” being solved, the state 
assumed a post-feminist position.

Most debates and arguments, especially in the 1970s, aimed at nego-
tiating between feminism and socialism, with the aim to prove the 
legitimacy of feminism vis-à-vis the socialist approach to the “women’s 
question” [žensko pitanje]. The new Yugoslav feminists had their own 
Marxist base in their education, which helped them find a language that 
their local intellectual audience could understand. The left-wing, Marxist 
and socialist feminisms from all over the world also prevailed in the new 
Yugoslav feminist intertexts. This always linked the feminist discussions to 
the broader frame of Yugoslav state-socialist ideology. In several introduc-
tions of journal special issues, the editors openly admitted that their quest 
was aiming at learning from the feminists elsewhere. Therefore, it was 
not only Žarana Papić in the more independent youth journal, Student 
in 1976 (see below), but also several articles in Žena and other journals, 
such as Argumenti (publishing a documentation of the legendary 1978 
Drug-ca žena conference) that gave voice the opinion framed by Mirjana 
Oklobdžija in Dometi “that even today, in all societies, to a smaller or 
greater extent, women are ‘second-rate citizens’”.4

Inside and Outside of Institutions

Already in the early 1970s, as early as 1972, there were texts written  
by the new Yugoslav feminists in different journals, and these found 
a stronghold by the mid-1970s. The two earliest centres for discuss-
ing and organising were a group of women at the University of Zagreb 
and another group at the Students’ Cultural Centre (SKC) in Belgrade, 
who knew each other: some of them studied in both cities and there-
fore had personal contacts, they read each other in the journals, and they 
followed the events in the students’ venues. The third important scene,  
joining a bit later but a source of innovation with growing importance was 
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Ljubljana. Before the seminal conference in 1978, which attracted even 
more members to join the groups, the academic publications were even 
more important, as ones triggering a new way of thinking of feminism.

It was Lydia Sklevicky, Vesna Pusić, Gordana Cerjan-Letica, Vesna 
Kesić, Rada Iveković, Nadežda Čačinovič who were talking and writ-
ing about feminism in Zagreb. Looking back, Biljana Kašić (who joined 
the group later) and Kesić both emphasised the support they received 
from the Praxis professors, such as Ivan Kuvačić, Gajo Petrović, Rudi 
Supek. The professors had their Čovjek i sistem [Man and the system] 
research group, which also had a talk series, where there was a session 
about feminism. It was also their support which allowed for the forma-
tion of the Žena i društvo section within the framework of the Sociološko 
društvo [Sociology Association]. Andrea Feldman, who joined the group 
1979, for a while as coordinator of their events, added that the new fem-
inist group could later use the space of the Association of University 
Professors, in today’s Hebrangova ulica. Sometimes they had financial 
support from the Italian and Austrian Cultural Centres, and this allowed 
them to invite the Italian feminist Dacia Mariani to Zagreb. As the group 
was becoming more active, there were 100 invitation letters sent out for 
each event, which were then attended by some 30–40 women.5

The relationship with the Praxis professors was very encouraging for 
the Zagreb women. Slavenka Drakulić remembers Kuvačić as a “wonder-
ful professor”, who gave them books off the official reading lists. Later, 
they started to get hold of readings on their own: Rada Iveković went to 
study to Italy, and “Vesna Pusić I think went to the US and she brought 
us books”. (Drakulić) Nadežda Čačinovič was also part of the Čovjek i sis-
tem group, and she was attending the Korčula summer schools of Praxis 
and was publishing in the journal too: “We were discussing possibilities 
of change, the economic and legal frameworks of socialism. Rudi Supek 
and Eugen Pusić were there and the group held its meetings on the 
island of Vis”. Praxis therefore had quite some influence on the begin-
nings of the new feminism in Yugoslavia, even though the relationship 
was not always as smooth as these accounts suggest. Biljana Kašić, while 
emphasising the support from Supek and Kuvačić, also added: “the Praxis 
philosophers did not take feminism seriously, and at the meetings women 
did not comment much”. Vesna Kesić remembers “a very bad encounter 
with Mihajlo Marković, who said it is OK that we come and talk about 
feminism, but asked us: ‘could you please look more feminine’”.
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Anđelka Milić, a sociologist who at the time of the formation of the 
feminist group was a bit more advanced in her career than the other 
women Kesić mentioned, was very important for the Belgrade group 
too, which, however, found its base camp in the SKC, rather than the 
university. The SKC was also the space for the development of a new art 
scene in Yugoslavia, where feminist woman artists were invited already in 
1975. It was the director of the gallery of the SKC, Dunja Blažević, who 
initiated the organisation of the 1978 conference. The sociologist Žarana 
Papić—who was among the most inspiring feminists of her time, many 
of the women remember her as a mentor—her partner, Ivan Vejvoda, 
Jasmina Tešanović and many others worked on bringing the conference 
together. Dragica Vukadinović, who worked as a programme organiser at 
the SKC, remembered the input from women from different countries as 
eye-opening:

At that time, I thought that the laws of the SFRJ were great. I wasn’t 
aware that the praxis was different. When the 1978 conference was organ-
ized I was thinking: why would we need feminism? To entertain women? 
Women here already have all the rights, they just need to exercise them. 
However, during and after the conference I began to understand that the 
situation was not so great.6

Slavenka Drakulić, who was already active in Zagreb before the confer-
ence, said: “And then came the Drug-ca conference, I really think it was 
a trigger, for me for sure. We stayed in touch with many of the women 
who were there”.7 The 1978 conference meant the official beginning 
of the Žena i društvo group in Belgrade. The “Tribina” [Forum] series 
involved a line of academic and activist themes, from women’s writing 
through women’s political participation to women’s health (Figs. 2.1 
and 2.2).

The group in Ljubljana organised itself a bit later than the ones in 
Zagreb and Belgrade. The formalisation of the group, however, was 
preceded by “a kitchen table phase”, the scene of which was mostly the 
sociology professor Mirjana Ule’s kitchen, as the other sociologist, Tanja 
Rener remembers it. It was mostly women from sociology and, like Ule, 
from social psychology. Silva Mežnarić, also a sociologist, was a very 
important connection between Zagreb and Ljubljana. Vlasta Jalušič, a 
student of social and political studies, later a professor herself, and Mojca 
Dobnikar, translator and editor, were also there. As Jalušič remembers 
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Fig. 2.1  The cover of the bulletin of the Drug-ca conference in Belgrade in 
1978, designed by Dragan Stojanovski, a graphic desginer who worked with the 
SKC (Courtesy of the SKC Archives)



2  “NEITHER CLASS, NOR NATURE”—(RE)TURNING TO FEMINISM …   35

Fig. 2.2  The Drug-ca conference in Belgrade in 1978 (Courtesy of the SKC 
Archives. Photographer of the SKC events: Nebojsa Čanković)
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meeting Dobnikar for the first time: “We met, shook hands, and we 
thought: OK, with this woman, it will work”. After years of discussions 
and several public events, the first feminist journal special issue in Slovenia 
was published in 1985 in the journal Mladina, followed by other jour-
nals, for example, Problemi.

The Ljubljana women were in touch with several other activist groups 
from the colourful social movements’ scene of the city. Their first event, 
a women-only party with 250–300 guests at the K4 club (which later 
hosted their lectures too) “was followed by a huge negative response. 
Actually, not from the party, but from the subculture circles which we 
were also part of. The young women in the punk movement, with whom 
we later established much better relations, were rather arrogantly telling 
us they didn’t understand why we didn’t like men. In the intellectual cir-
cles, they made fun of us for many year to follow” (Rener).

Despite this mocking on behalf of some intellectuals, university  
professors such as Tomaž Mastnak, Pavle Gantar supported the forma-
tion of a feminist group within the Sociološko društvo, similar to the Žena i 
društvo groups in Zagreb and Belgrade. The Ženska sekcija pri Sociološkem 
društvu [The Women’s Section of the Society of Sociology] was estab-
lished in autumn 1984. In 1985, it was followed by the Lilit group, 
with its first event—a discussion on woman’s sexuality and women-only 
political parties. The first lesbian group in Yugoslavia was formed within 
Lilit as its lesbian section in 1987. Later on, the feminists also used the 
spaces in the Galerija ŠKUC, and due to the presence of the other activ-
ist groups, they opened up their discussions into several directions. Their 
most important connections were the ecological movement and the 
peace movement, and many feminists were members of these groups too. 
The “latecomer” Slovenian women therefore had a stronghold both in 
the academia and the students’ circles, despite their difficulties with cer-
tain members of these institutions, and had a lesbian stream developing 
together with the main feminist line (Fig. 2.3).

The connections with both Western and non-Western countries meant 
a basic influence for the intellectual development of the Yugoslav femi-
nists. Other feminists came to Yugoslavia, but the Yugoslav women also 
studied and travelled abroad. To mention a few of these trajectories with 
important intellectual input: Rada Iveković, a philosopher who was, for 
many women in the group, the most important source of intellectual 
influence, studied in Italy and France and did her PhD in New Delhi, 
India. Dunja Blažević and Anđelka Milić were among the several women 



2  “NEITHER CLASS, NOR NATURE”—(RE)TURNING TO FEMINISM …   37

who had fellowships at US universities. Nadežda Čačinovič studied in 
Germany, the Belgrade-based literary scholar Nada Popović-Perišić in 
Utrecht and Paris. Young professional women at the time had the finan-
cial means to make low-budget trips abroad. Lepa Mlađenović, a psy-
chologist and one of the leading activists of the 1980s hitchhiked with 
a friend in summer 1976 to Paris and London, and en route stopped 
in Zagreb to meet Rada Iveković, whose publications she already knew. 
Iveković lived in Italy that year, and Mlađenović travelled on to London.

Vlasta Jalušič spent 6 months in West Berlin in 1986–1987, she was 
studying the fin-de-siècle German proletarian and bourgeois women’s 
movements. She got in touch with the Frauen für den Frieden group 
in East Berlin (Ulrike Poppe and Baerbel Bohley) and got acquainted 
with important West German feminists. She also went to the meetings  
of the War Resistance International’s women-only meetings. Due to the 
German connections of Jalušič and Dobnikar, the Slovenian publications 

Fig. 2.3  The poster of the first Lilit event in the discotheque called K4 in 
Ljubljana, 3rd April 1985
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were the forum where input from the German feminists was shared, bal-
ancing out the predominance of Anglo-American, French and Italian  
authors.8 To Mojca Dobnikar, a holiday in Berlin was a formative 
experience: she met feminist activists, with whom she did non-tradi-
tional research about women’s activism in Berlin, for example explored 
the shelters. This visit inspired her to organise a more open event in 
Ljubljana too, which eventually was the party at K4.

A travel of Slavenka Drakulić to Rhode Island in 1982 was a moment 
the new Yugoslav feminists’ “going global”, with all the inherent con-
troversies that implies. She attended the Sisterhood is Global conference,9 
where she met a lot of women from the “second wave” feminist move-
ment. Drakulić told me about the conference: “There were only a very 
few East European women, I mostly remember Polish women. We were 
interesting to the organisers, they thought that we lived in emancipa-
tion”. Sisterhood is Global and Sisterhood is Powerful are two, interrelated 
projects of the feminism of the 1970s in the USA and organised and 
edited by Robin Morgan. Drakulić emphasised that to her, Morgan “is a 
pioneer of international feminism”. Morgan’s Sisterhood-project is char-
acterised by the well-intended aim to connect all women in the world 
and build a worldwide feminist movement. The good intentions and the 
problems of such a project show well from Drakulić’s comment, as the 
size of the project necessarily meant superficiality too. The presence in 
the network meant a representative text by Drakulić and Rada Iveković 
in the Sisterhood is Global volume, and founding texts of the new femi-
nism in the USA meant a source of inspiration for the early feminist issue 
of the youth journal Student in 1976.10

Feminist activism was closely connected with publishing. Especially 
Ljubljana was a forerunner in this respect. Mojca Dobnikar worked 
for the publisher Krt (Knjižnica revolucionarne teorije, i.e. Library of 
Revolutionary Theory), who asked her to translate Aleksandra Kollontai 
into Slovenian, a cooperation followed by several volumes. The journals 
accessible for publication all over Yugoslavia varied from the student 
journals, such as Student and Vidici (both in Belgrade), to independent 
academic ones such as Argumenti based in Rijeka and Pitanje based in 
Zagreb, Mladina in Ljubljana, Polja in Novi Sad and the Sarajevo based 
Opredjelenje. In the field of academic publications, the most controver-
sial one is Žena, a publication of the KDAŽ (Konferencija za društvenu 
aktivnost žena—Conference for the Social Activity of Women). Žena, 
born out of the women’s movement within the partisan revolution, 
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became an academic journal about “women in society, women in the 
family”. Žena’s approach to women was predominantly through their 
role in the family and their place in the social reality of Yugoslavia. The 
articles were of high quality and the editorial board strived to follow the 
latest discussions on the women’s issues, even feminism. Not with the 
most positive overtone, of course:

We in Žena write about feminism with the aim to show its ideas and con-
cepts, but also the unsustainability of the methods of its struggles. […] We 
know, and it was proven in Mexico as well, that the progressive organisa-
tions of women and the feminist movement, according to their ideological 
orientation and those goals and forms of struggle, cannot be equated.11

These are the sentences of Marija Šoljan Bakarić, one of the most prom-
inent women in the Yugoslav nomenclature. As we shall see, feminism is 
most often presented as both bourgeois and too wild, too radical. Šoljan 
even refers to the “war cries” of the feminists. Nonetheless, some of the 
young feminists became authors, even editors of Žena and several cru-
cial feminist publications appeared on the pages of this journal. Nadežda 
Čačinovič ended up in the editorial board almost by accident, when as a 
young scholar applied for an essay prize which she won, and they offered 
her a job. Through her and Gordana Cerjan-Letica, a lot of feminist 
material found its place in the journal.

The new Yugoslav feminists have miscellaneous memories of the 
women in KDAŽ. Vera Smiljanić in the documentary Dosije XX recalls 
the support from Marija Šoljan Bakarić,12 whereas Sonja Drljević, a 
bridge engineer and activist from the early times, has much worse mem-
ories of the Belgrade section, who “decided that we were elitist and we 
refuse to deal with women’s problems. They were always harsher in crit-
icising us in the media though. Then in 1990 I asked them for some 
small money for the Belgrade conference, which they gave us, I was 
surprised”. Indeed, as nationalism was growing, the lines of alliances 
were shifting towards a growing mutual understanding. As Vesna Kesić 
remembers: “there were some women in the KDAŽ or in parliament 
who started to understand and support the new feminist ideas, realising 
that the ‘woman’s question’ cannot be solved through the class ques-
tion. Jelena Cukrov, Morana Palinković, for example. Also, when the war 
broke out, in the 1990s I finally started to appreciate even what these 
women did for us” (Fig. 2.4).
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Fig. 2.4  Sonja Drljević in 1981 (Courtesy of the SKC Archives)
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Women from the old organisation even changed their stance towards 
feminism: Mojca Dobnikar mentioned Maca Jogan, who is “an interest-
ing person. She was socialist, I found her pro-regime, I always thought 
back then that what she was doing was very bla-bla, without a sub-
stance. And later she became more radical, now she is clearly a feminist, 
one of the few people here who really speak up against androcentrism 
and misogyny”. Some of the new Yugoslav feminists themselves, on the 
other hand, started their careers in the KDAŽ. Their idea was to use the 
organisation as a background. Neda Todorović, a journalist who shaped 
the women’s magazine Bazar along feminist lines, said they contacted 
her when she started to work for NIN. “I saw their limits, there were 
many, but it helped me pushing certain issues. I travelled to the World 
Congress in Berlin with them”.

The state’s discourse in the 1970s was reinvigorated by the commem-
oration of the UN’s “Year of Women” in 1975, which was followed by 
the “Decade of Women”, lasting until 1985. While the power imbalance 
between geographical regions was reproduced within the meetings,13 as 
well as in the scholarship which mostly only recognises “women from the 
global North” and “women from the global South”, which categories 
on the one hand help “transgressing the ‘East’/‘West’ divisions, but it 
also has the curious effect of further writing out East European women 
from international activism”.14 The KDAŽ of Yugoslavia made signifi-
cant efforts to be represented and to represent the programme of the 
Year at home,15 and as recent research by Celia Donert and Francisca de 
Haan shows, East European women’s organisations made an important 
contribution to the agenda.16

The UN Year events confronted the Yugoslav women from official 
organisations with the growing “Western second wave”. Jasna Gardun 
and Marija Šoljan acknowledged that women were still left alone with 
the care for the family. Both of them agreed that Yugoslavia had a good 
legal framework for women’s equality; Gardun called it a “revolutionary 
constitution”,17 Šoljan “the most developed, most humane constitu-
tional system” in the world.18 Another author in the journal Žena, Vaska 
Duganova argued that the UN Year should be a possibility to make a 
list of their achievements, “which are not little”, and present them to 
the world.19 While she added that the achievements of other countries 
should also be presented to the Yugoslav public, none of them made 
mention of the achievements of non-governmental new feminism in any  
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other country. When thinking about the UN Year, they maintained the 
standpoint that the women’s question still shall be treated as part of 
the class question,20 that “the liberation of women has a class-character 
[…] it is the conditions of work and the working man [čovjek] that has 
to be changed”.21 The argument continued with establishing that due 
to the fact that the women’s question is a class question, it belongs to 
the entire Yugoslav society. However, the responsibility to be shared is 
not that between men and women, but between the family and soci-
ety. Equally, the most burning questions should be handled within one 
organisation, the KDAŽ, “this is why already the AFŽ was abolished”, 
all OOURs (Osnovna organizacija udruženog rada—Basic Organisation 
of Associated Labour) and DPO (Društveno političke organizacije—
Sociopolitical Organisations) should participate in achieving the goals of 
the International Year of Women in Yugoslavia.22

Feminism in academia held a semi-marginal position which meant a 
simultaneous inside and outside position both within the academia and 
the Yugoslav political discursive space. We speak about students or aca-
demics at the beginning of their careers, first sitting in kitchens and liv-
ing rooms and then conversing in the relatively small and barely funded 
Žena i društvo groups. The position came with more freedom and fur-
thered the rereading of women’s position in Yugoslav society through 
theory from abroad. These transferred, translated or in other ways pre-
sented texts were often used as a “disguise” of dissenting feminist ideas 
of the Yugoslav authors. The small circulation of journals, thus the 
supposedly relatively small audience, ensured by the lower accessibil-
ity for a non-intellectual audience, meant that the academia provided 
a safe ground for dissenting feminism. In a semi-open society, such as 
Yugoslavia, starting a grass roots, mass-based feminist movement would 
have been impossible, and this academic discourse became the starting 
point for new feminism.

Strategic Transfers and Self-Definition:  
Feminism from Abroad, Žensko Pitanje Kod Nas

The UN Year opened up the discourse about feminism in the Yugoslav 
intellectual scene and the new Yugoslav feminists were curious about 
this phenomenon. Reporting about and analysing feminist movements 
and ideas elsewhere made it also easier to discuss feminism, even though 
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reading these early texts, the Yugoslav feminists had their own opinions 
about the feminism they wanted. Writing about “the new feminist move-
ment” in the USA and Western Europe, from time to time even South 
America and Asia, allowed young scholars such as Rada Iveković, Žarana 
Papić, Gordana Cerjan-Letica, Nada Ler-Šofronić or established pro-
fessors like Blaženka Despot and Gordana Bosanac to discuss their own 
ideas about the relevance of feminism in and for the Yugoslav context.23

The text from the 1970s made efforts to understand the types of fem-
inism arising in the region and aimed at creating categories that help 
towards an understanding of the place of feminism in contemporaneous 
Yugoslavia. The authors were most interested in the radical, revolution-
ary women’s movements, especially those with Marxist inspirations, and 
were more cautious with those which they saw as “bourgeois”. This 
differentiation was a gesture towards the Yugoslav communist posi-
tion that deemed all forms of feminism bourgeois but also made the  
discussion about feminism more subtle.

The 1972 article had the title “What is happening to the American 
woman?”.24 It’s author was Silva Mežnarić, a sociologist and editor of 
the journal Žena, who lived between Zagreb and Ljubljana and was a 
member of the KDAŽ Croatia in 1972, as well as an editor of Žena for 
a while. She later joined the feminist group Žena i društvo. By writing 
about feminism, she wanted to demystify this “socially-ideationally rele-
vant phenomenon” (57), and concluded that women’s situation in both 
modernised societies (capitalist and socialist ones) legitimises feminist 
claims. Comparing women’s situation in socialist and capitalist socie-
ties was a common feature of the Yugoslav feminist writings: while the 
authors always emphasised that state socialism provided several crucial 
rights for women, they also realised that despite these, women shared a 
lot in terms of their oppression.

Around the time of these early publication, the feminists engaged in dia-
logues with the state representatives. They participated in 1976 at confer-
ence in Portorož, organised by the editors of the journal Žena. Although 
this event was significantly more elite and less public than the 1978 
Drug-ca conference, and it certainly is not considered that important, 
looking at the documentation of the debate,25 we find most of the most 
important ideas of the new Yugoslav feminists there. Vesna Pusić, who was 
a young sociologist at the time, argued for the relevance of feminism facing 
a less then interested audience:
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if we approach feminism as a manifestation of one broad, global theory, we 
will much more easily get the dimension of the universality it contains. In 
other words, even if it is not a theory in itself, it presents a manifestation 
and is integral part of one broad theory of social change and dialectical 
development of society.26

Despite the interest on behalf of the KDAŽ in the UN Year and wom-
en’s rights, politicians and intellectuals persistently referred the žensko 
pitanje back to the realisation of općeljudske emancipacije.

In contrast, the feminist authors realised the shared experiences and 
were sympathetic towards texts written in a capitalist context. Gordana 
Cerjan-Letica emphasised that to her, the new American feminists ques-
tioned and attacked the “American way of life”, including bourgeois 
democracy and capitalism, and therefore, it was to be appreciated from 
a Yugoslav perspective.27In a 1978-issue, “Women, or about freedom” 
of Pitanja, a selection of texts by the members of the Žena i društvo 
group was published. Here, the Sarajevo-based social scientist, Nada Ler-
Sofronić comes to similar conclusions as Cerjan-Letica, pointing out that 
whereas Betty Friedan was often criticised by left-wing feminists in the 
USA as well as elsewhere for her bourgeois lens of analysis, when speak-
ing of the lives of bourgeois women, Friedan in fact criticised bourgeois 
values.28 In a similar fashion, Vjeran Katunarić described three possible 
modalities, Marxist feminism, feminist Marxism and moderate new fem-
inism [umjerenački neofeminizam],29 and emphasised that Marxism and 
feminism in the USA and Western Europe shared their refusal of positiv-
ism and objectivism. (43) Rada Iveković agreed on this and emphasised 
in 1980 already that many ideas of American feminism fell onto a fertile 
ground among intellectual women in Western Europe. For example, Betty 
Friedan’s Feminine Mystique was one of the milestones of post-WWII 
feminist thought: “a practical and theoretical elaboration on the women’s 
question within the criticism of contemporary American capitalism”.30

Looking at the French context, the new wave of French femi-
nism born in the aftermath of May 1968 was also understood as a 
phenomenon relevant for Yugoslavia. Jasna Tkalec in her 1977 arti-
cle, “The arrival and happening of feminism” welcomed “the radical  
demands of the equality of sexual morals for men and women, loudly 
seeking rehabilitation, from a Freudian position, of women’s erotica, 
the sexuality of children and adolescents and even of homosexuality”.31  
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Radicalism, understood as a revolutionary approach, was viewed as pos-
itive in Mežnarić’s 1972 writing too, and in analysing the differences 
between the “reformist” National Organisation of Women (NOW) and 
the “radical” Women’s Liberation groups in the USA, Cerjan-Letica 
located the radical current of new feminism in the USA as “part of the 
world revolution of human rights which is happening inside and outside 
our national borders”. She noticed that radical feminists, “in the track of 
the sensibility of the New Left” politicised “the most human and most 
hidden spheres of human life – such as the family, marriage, sexuality”.32

Another early publication, an issue of Student, edited by Žarana Papić 
and Ivan Vejvoda in 1976 included texts from Robin Morgan’s Sisterhood is 
Powerful by Pat Mainardi (from the Redstockings group, which belonged 
to the above mentioned “radical” Women’s Liberation groups) and Zoe 
Moss, as well as an interview with Luce Irigaray by Cathèrine Clément 
originally in La Nouvelle Critique, one text by Marie-Thérèse Baudrillard 
from Politique Hebdo and an excerpt from Shulamith Firestone’s The 
Dialectic of Sex. In their introduction, the editors legitimised feminism 
though argument that some of women’s shared experiences were universal:

It is interesting to get acquainted with insights of the new thinking of the 
‘problem’ of women, her speech [govor], agency [delanje] and living [živ-
ljenje], and this through a mosaic of broad elements, from analytical-theo-
retical approaches to personal statements. Though here it is seemingly only 
about ‘a foreign experience’, a lot of this experience of women is universal.33

They argued relying on the interview with Irigaray,34 discussing the 
social use of theories, writings, artworks. Irigaray in her work identified 
the need for radical (down to the roots) change in the discourse, which 
to her was the means of changing power relations at its roots. In its 
Yugoslav interpretation, Irigaray’s approach was surprisingly close to the 
radicalism of the American second wave.

The influence of Irigaray and Julia Kristeva was part of Rada Iveković 
reassessment of Western thought, pointing out its relevance and its other 
meanings in the light of Indian philosophy. The Indologist philosopher 
wrote a critique of Hegel through an already critical reading of the Vedas, 
which reading was based on Marx.35 Her work followed the train of 
thought which investigated the othering of nature, women and those cul-
tures which were seen as inferior, as “less developed” in their difference. 
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This perspective was similar to that of the phallocentric order, which  
saw women as “less developed”. Kristeva’s concept of the abject36 
and Irigaray’s Le Speculum allowed Iveković to read through the oth-
ering of India as well as the, in varying forms omnipresent, oppression 
of women. Her two books, Druga Indija [The other India], Indija—
Fragmenti osamdesetih [India—Fragments from the eighties], supported 
by two edited volumes with texts from Indian philosophy,37 helped to 
broaden the scope and even, if not “to provincialize Europe”,38 at least  
to make the transfer not one-directional. Moreover, her writing reveals 
more of the complexity of the place of Yugoslavia in the non-aligned 
context.39

Even if the concept of radicalism assumed different meanings in 
the original contexts of French theory, the US movement and again, 
something else the British context,40 the new Yugoslav feminists rec-
ognised the closeness of the goals of these movements to their own 
goals. The journalist and sociologist Vesna Kesić compared the feminist 
movement to the workers’ movement, claiming that feminist radicalism 
had its place in a “revolutionary context” (a reference to post-partisan 
revolution contemporanous Yugoslavia): “this is as if the workers on 
strike would be advised not to choose such a ‘militant’ way of fight-
ing”, “fighting” being the “re-vindication of one’s rights”.41 Thinking 
about class, Luce Irigaray in the translated interview turned the ques-
tion around and suggested that class be translated into “men and 
women”, adding: “Or, we should admit that today’s praxis of Marxism 
is not willing to acknowledge this difference and the exploitation of 
women”.42

The texts analysed above, tentatively but with a growing self- 
confidence seeking new meanings of feminism, were followed by a more 
and more conceptually organised academic corpus of texts on feminism. 
For the conference Drug-ca žena: Novi pristup [Comrade-ess woman: a 
new approach, thereinafter: Drug-ca conference] in 1978 in Belgrade.  
The organisers had a selected list of texts translated, making the con-
ference literally a canonising event for new Yugoslav feminism.43 Most 
of the women I interviewed, even if they had been actively dealing with 
feminism for quite a few years by 1978, think of 1978 as the time “when 
it all started”. In its conciseness, the conference indeed represented a lot 
of what new Yugoslav feminism was later on, throughout the next dec-
ade (Fig. 2.5).
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Themes and arguments of the post-New Left feminism (Marxist or 
socialist feminism) of the 1960s, represented here by Juliet Mitchell, 
Sheila Rowbotham and Evelyne Reed, were discussed together with 
French post-structuralist feminists (the usual suspect Kristeva and 
Irigaray, the former with her book About Chinese Women though) and 
those radical feminists who, even if they were inspired by Marxism, 
rather belonged to a new English language line of radical feminism, such 
as Germaine Greer and Shulamith Firestone. Apart from the texts, the 
interactions between the guests from Italy, England and Germany also 
had some cleavages recurring later on: the understanding of the local sit-
uations on behalf of the guests, for example about the role of the male 
group members (which was revised later by the Yugoslav members too), 
or different understandings of where the limits of sexism lay. Partly due 
to the conference, partly thanks to the work before, in the aftermath of 
the conference a more systematic publishing process started.

Fig. 2.5  Dunja Blažević and Rada Iveković at the Drug-ca conference in 
Belgrade in 1978 (Courtesy of the SKC Archives)
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Critical Marxism, the Frankfurt School  
and the New Yugoslav Feminists: Inspiration  

and a Critique of Essentialism

Feminists in different economic and political systems had their reasons for 
a deep disappointment with leftist politicical ideologies, be it the New Left 
in Western capitalism or the state’s distorted Marxist agenda in Eastern 
Europe. Because of this, or despite, there were constant efforts to refor-
mulate feminism’s relation to these systems of thought. In Yugoslavia, 
the articles and speeches by the representatives of the state and especially 
the KDAŽ were full of the references to Marx, Bebel, Engels’s About the 
Origin of the Family, all of these subsuming women’s emancipation to the 
class question. Marija Šoljan Bakarić emphasised that “[d]espite the fact that 
Marx and Engels did not write specifically about the ‘women’s question’, 
they did write and tell a lot about it” when writing about the general human 
emancipation.44 Returning to the concept of općeljudske emancipacije was 
one of the core reactions on behalf of state representatives. As opposed to 
that, the position of the Žena i društvo group was that the women’s ques-
tion should precede the class question, or alternately, should be treated dif-
ferently from that, as it has different characteristics and a different mode of 
functioning. This is the key moment of the Irigaray-interview in Student, 
when she suggests: “we have to admit that about this difference and this 
specificity of the exploitation of women, the current praxis of Marxism does 
not want to know” (7). Their allies in their criticism were thinkers who 
were invested in rethinking or further advancing Marxian arguments, as well 
as feminist thinkers whose work was largely motivated by their disappoint-
ment with Leftist ideas lacking a feminist angle.

The authors most extensively writing about the new readings of wom-
en’s situation from the direction of other Marxist schools were Blaženka 
Despot, Nada Ler-Sofronić, Vjeran Katunarić and Nadežda Čačinovič. While 
Yugoslavia was one of the East European countries with a strong Marxist 
revisionist discourse45 and the some of the Praxis professors supported the 
feminists, the feminists were relatively little inspired by the Praxis authors. 
Not only because the heyday of Praxis was a decade earlier and the group 
suffered some severe repercussions in the aftermath of 1968 and 1971,46 
rather since the horizon of these women was opening towards something 
new, which still offered perspectives beyond the Yugoslavia of the 1960s.

Other critical Marxist intellectual schools were discussed and cited 
more often by the new feminists. Besides the Frankfurt School, it was 
the Lukács’s Budapest School,47 especially the work of Mária Márkus 
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and Ágnes Heller that the new feminists relied on. Heller’s article,  
co-authored with Mihály Vajda,48 criticising the existing socialism in 
Hungary for the maintenance of the bourgeois family and suggesting a 
system of family relations not be based on ownership, was published in 
Žena as early as 1974, which shows yet again the mixed position of the 
journal in relation to patriarchy’s survival in socialism.49 In the 1970s 
articles from these different Marxist traditions, the Frankfurt School 
being the most frequent one, appeared in the journal Žena, and later scat-
tered in many academic journals, such as Pitanja, Dometi, Argumenti.

The psychologically invested Marxian thinkers such as the Frankfurt 
School and Ernst Bloch reappear in the work of Čačinovič, Blaženka 
Despot, Nada Ler-Sofronić and Vjeran Katunarić. Čačinovič, reading 
Marcuse’s work, especially his “Marxism and feminism”, emphasised the 
revolutionary potential in feminism, acknowledging its potential as a new 
movement.50 Both Marcuse and Ernst Bloch saw potential in the wom-
en’s movement, which Bloch identified as a partial or specialised utopia. 
As he emphasised in the excerpt taken from The Principle of Hope, ele-
ments of these specialised utopias were even included in Marxism, which 
did not happen with any bourgeois full-scale utopia after Marx.51

At the Portorož conference in 1976, Čačinovič used Bloch to point 
out the problem with the generalising concept of equality, in this case as 
it was promoted by the bourgeois women’s movement: This early fem-
inist concept of equality is not sufficient, as it does not provide for the 
possible use of the rights it achieves. Čačinovič envisioned a “feminine 
socialism, socialist feminism” that takes several social categories into con-
sideration, that is besides gender, class too. While she maintained that 
the theoretical relevance of contemporary feminism cannot be separated 
from Marxism,52 Čačinovič went beyond the traditional Marxian terms. 
She furthered Bloch’s idea of the change in women’s subjectivity, pro-
jecting that “the development and reassurance of the quality of a liber-
ated and self-conscious woman turns into a precondition of change in 
contemporary society” (129). That is, women’s equality is not only not 
ensured by the achievements of the class struggle, the change should 
take place on several levels, not only on that of social categories but on 
the level of the personal too.

Arguing for the prevalence of women’s emancipation over općeljudske 
emancipacije, Nada Ler-Sofronić relied on Marcuse and the French soci-
ologist Alain Touraine.53 Both of these authors “speak about the femini-
sation of society in the sense of the humanisation of society”. She was not 
uncritical, though: she denouncde “the new mystification of the sexual 
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essence of women” (21), including the way it was presented in the new 
discourse on the sexual revolution and in radical feminist writings. The 
reinterpreted humanism was important to Ler-Sofronić, who questioned 
the need to nurture or emphasise women’s humane character as a uni-
form and fixed category. Instead, she recommended a Gramscian historical 
analysis of women’s position (21–22). This text is an intelligent rethemati-
sation of women’s unachieved equality with a critical eye on “bio-essential-
ist” arguments. Blaženka Despot was equally critical of these, revisiting the 
idea of women’s nature [ženska priroda] through a whole apparatus from 
the rereading of Hegel and Marx, as well as Lukács and Marcuse.54 Vjeran 
Katunarić, giving a comprehensive reading of the Frankfurt School, praised 
the scrutiny of feminism, presented for instance in the critical approach of 
the feminists to Marcuse’s “stereotypical” approach to women.55

The readings of Marxist texts with a psychological perspective strength-
ened the possibilities to reconsider the role of consciousness in the new 
feminist discourse and in new feminist politics. The concept of conscious-
ness returned into the Yugoslav feminist discussions from a detour: the 
radical new feminists in the USA borrowed a Marxian concept for their 
grass roots groups, giving the concept a feminist meaning.56 This was the 
moment when the feminists in socialist Yugoslavia took it over, or rather, 
back. In 1981, Nada Ler-Sofronić located “the radicalisation of women’s 
consciousness [svijesti] in their awareness [svijesti] of their own subordina-
tion and exploitation in private life and in their interpersonal relations”.57 
The emphasis here is on the possibilities of reaching and developing wom-
en’s consciousness, based on the acknowledgement that there are different 
types of oppression, which may require different qualities and depths of a 
“revolutionary praxis”. For a discourse on consciousness and alienation, 
Ler-Sofronić turned to the psychological aspects in the critical Marxist 
theory of Lukács and Lefebvre. She connected this to her argument that 
since patriarchy existed before capitalism, women’s inequality cannot be 
resolved by the mere dissolution of capitalism and class difference. The 
two arguments were combined through Fromm’s research on “primitive” 
societies, which concluded that there is a direct connection between less 
hierarchy, aggression and authoritarianism within the society itself on the 
one hand and the equality and individual freedom of women, on the other 
hand. It is a well-defined, strong female subjectivity that leads to a new 
radical movement, claimed Ler-Sofronić.

Changing the landscape of the “class or gender first” debate could 
revolutionise the worker’s movement as well was a further consequence 
of women’s independence in the argumentation of Ler-Sofronić: “there 
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is no equality among unequal parties (…) and understanding women’s 
subordination leads to a deeper quality of class consciousness”. The 
discussion of consciousness from a psychological direction, instead of a 
socio-economic one, organically moves the text towards the role of the 
personal: Ler-Sofronić would take “the questions about the ‘personal’, 
the ‘intimate’ or human happiness” back into a socialist discussion of 
women’s place in society. As she reminds us, those days are not far when 
these “were qualified as bourgeois and counterrevolutionary, and still 
today, the significant question about the relationship between socialism 
and the sexual revolution invokes uneasiness, ridicule and often even 
aggression”.58 While she is promoting radical societal change, she also 
politicises the personal, disagreeing with it being a bourgeois matter.

The Feminist-Marxist Alliance as a Source of Dissent Between 
Yugoslavia and the “West”

With an awareness of the tradition of feminist ideas in the history of 
socialist thought, the new Yugoslav feminists related the explications of 
the two schools of thought to the dissent of feminism in its own con-
text. Importantly, an apt criticism of the state’s approach to the women’s 
question was supported not only by critical Marxism, but also the critical 
stance of Anglo-American feminism towards capitalism.

Blaženka Despot suggested a “feminised [more feminist] Marxism” 
on the pages of NIN,59 while Vlasta Jalušič criticised Marxism for various 
shortcomings, deriving from the lack of a feminist “lens” to the world.60 
The issue of the journal Problemi, where her introduction was published, 
was also an exemplary case of exchange of ideas by the new feminists in 
the three cities, with texts by Despot, Rada Iveković, Sklevicky and Rener. 
“Feminist questions and Marxist answers” (Juliet Mitchell’s phrase) 
were formulated through translations and interpretations of the work of 
Mitchell, Sheila Rowbotham, Michèle Barrett and Evelyne Reed.61

Gordana Cerjan-Letica wrote an introductory text to the translations 
of Mitchell and Rowbotham for Naše teme in 1980, where she argues that 
feminism could be of use for contemporary Marxism for many reasons:

1. � as a movement, it pushes a theoretical problematisation of new 
emancipatory (revolutionary) powers;

2. � as a critical position (towards Marxism), it enables the perception 
of the actuality of Marx’s model method for an analysis of contem-
porary [građansko] society;
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3. � the feminist theoretical penetration into the sphere of the “private” 
reveals to Marxism a multitude of new and not insignificant ele-
ments of social relation in the family and in smaller communities of 
contemporary capitalism.62

Cerjan-Letica’s arguments exemplify the new Yugoslav feminists’ walk on 
a tightrope between contextualising the role of feminism in Yugoslavia by 
referring to its role in capitalism in order to make way for feminism to pro-
voke and reframe the official version of Marxism in the Yugoslav context.

In Lydia Sklevicky and Žarana Papić’s edited volume, Antropologija 
žene, Ann J. Lane questioned Engels’s idea in his famous The Origins 
of the Family, “that in non-wealth producing societies, when women’s 
work was as important for survival as men’s, that is when, in Engels’s 
terms, both were equally involved in the production of process, equality 
between men and women prevailed”.63 Lane used research highly critical 
of Engels’s weak reference to “ancient societies” (Lewis Henry Morgan’s 
book from 1877), which was later questioned by many authors, to direct 
our attention to the class or gender issue, again. What Lane’s text in the 
volume by Papić and Sklevicky’s shows us is that the very basic problem 
with the argument that women’s equality should be subsumed to the class 
question and to općeljudske emancipacije is that it ignores the claim of 
the feminist texts that through the equality of men and women, a higher 
level of human freedom, both of men’s and women’s, can be achieved. 
Abiding by texts such as Engels’s made it impossible to talk about wom-
en’s real equality, as the feminist rereadings of Marxism in Antropologija 
žene emphasise (Fig. 2.6).

The rereadings of Marxism from a feminist perspective were inspired 
by and enabled the research into women’s position in society and the 
reconsideration of concepts. Already Lane in the critique of Engels 
relied, to a large extent, on the relevance of power relations. Gayle 
Rubin’s text about the “sex/gender systems” was also part of the 
Antropologija žene volume,64 where the basis of the essentialism debates, 
the nature–culture opposition, was thematised together with the pri-
vate–public division, which necessarily involved a discussion of the gen-
der-based division of labour in society. The editors of the volume, Papić 
and Sklevicky warned of the danger of the acceptance of the gendered 
division of labour as “natural or pre-social”. If we think of it as such, 
then sex [pol]65 is excluded from the analysis of the social division of 
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labour and that leads to the refusal of sex [pol] to be considered a social 
question, argued Papić and Sklevicky, based on Ann Oakley’s sociology 
of housework.66 It was in this volume that the division of sex and gender, 
(s)pol and rod, was introduced into the social sciences.67

There were arguments already from before Antropologija žene, which 
is the strongest moment of the introduction of the spol–rod division 
into the Yugoslav discourse, aiming to dispel the illusion that the bio-
logical difference can potentially explain oppression. The new Yugoslav 
feminists relied on the early second wave socialist feminist authors in the 
“West” for inspiration. It is there as early as 1976 in Cerjan-Letica’s ref-
erence to Kate Millett’s categories of the biological as opposed to the 
social, which in fact explains oppression.68 The entire feminist issue of 
Pitanja in 1978 was edited around the question of the social construc-
tion of “sexual difference”. Here, Papić differentiates between biology 
and the “socio-historical process of the formation of the sexes [pol]”.69  

Fig. 2.6  Lydia Sklevicky and Žarana Papić (Courtesy of the SKC Archives)
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Nada Ler-Sofronić asks a more provocative question in the same journal 
issue: “If women are naturally subordinate, why is there all the sociali-
sation to keep them in this position?” The process that places and keeps 
women in subordination, Ler-Sofronić calls “sexual socialisation” [polna 
socijalizacija].70

Nevertheless, the use of the term spol remained prevalent in the pub-
lications till 1991, even Papić talk about rod in her 1989 book.71 The 
emphasis on the social, despite the conceptual confusion, makes soci-
ology and anthropology essential for the new Yugoslav feminism. This 
leads to the appraisal of the work of the ethnologist and leading intellec-
tual of the interwar period, Vera Stein Erlich (1897–1980).72 Her work 
and the detection of the non-biological reasons behind women’s situa-
tion led to more research about the family and work, involving a criti-
cism of patriarchy as something still present. Such research was had high 
stakes especially since, as Rada Iveković wrote: “The criticism of the fam-
ily and marriage (…) is already the criticism of the state itself”.73

Stepping beyond heterosexuality as the norm supports the discourse on 
gender/rod as a concept. LGBT issues became more visible in the activist 
discourses as well as in popular mass media, but there were traces of them 
in the new Yugoslav feminist scholarship too. For example, Rada Iveković 
in her article in Dometi wrote critically about Proudhon’s fear of homosex-
uality, which she saw as petit bourgeois and as originating from Proudhon’s 
prejudice against women. This article realised and critically admitted that 
homophobia and patriarchy were interrelated, which Iveković found 
especially problematic in the case of socialist thinkers.74 Rajka Polić, on  
the pages of Žena in 1988, discussed the ways in which transsexuality 
could be of use for gender emancipation.75 The widespread discussion 
of the écriture féminine in literary scholarship was extended by an arti-
cle on lesbian literature by Slađana Marković—though this was published 
in the journal Potkulture [Subcultures] in 1987. In Slovenia, the lesbian 
movement meant a source of inspiration for the radicalisation of femi-
nism, as the volume O ženski in ženskem gibanju [About the women and  
the women’s movement], edited by Mojca Dobnikar shows76 (Fig. 2.7).

Together with the opening up towards non-heterosexual sexuality and 
the feminist self-positioning against homophobia, the criticism of sexism 
appeared too. As Iveković noticed it on the example of Proudhon, the 
two walk hand in hand. Sexism is a new concept which needs explanation 
in the Yugoslav context: “sexism is discrimination based on sex, just like 
racism is discrimination based on race”, says Iveković.77 Blaženka Despot 
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and Gordana Bosanac called it simply “spolni rasizam”, that is “sex-based 
racism”. Sexism as a concept was also explained and criticised in the the-
oretical texts of Papić. In her definition, it is segregation by sex, where 
women are almost always underprivileged. In this sense, it is similar to 
racism, as it explains the difference between human beings on biological 
arguments.78 The circle from the detection that the biological arguments 
are meant to cover up social problems, to the concept of gender [rod] 
and an opening up towards a criticism of heteronormativity and homo-
phobia, closes with the rejection of sexism as an idea or attitude relying 
on the biological arguments.

It is these biological arguments that structure the division of labour and 
the meaning of work in human society. The shift in focus when the divi-
sion of labour was discussed towards gender was certainly a breakthrough, 
especially since even the state representatives and the new feminists in 
Yugoslavia agreed that the burdens on women through domestic work 
was one of the biggest problems women face in socialist Yugoslavia.79 
The topic is there in the early Student issue already, in the article by  

Fig. 2.7  Mojca Dobnikar and Lydia Sklevicky in 1986 at the ŠKUC Gallery
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Pat Mainardi from the Redstockings group in the USA about the  
“politics of housework”.80 Blaženka Despot approached the concept 
of work from a Marxist-theoretical perspective, reconceptualising the 
neglected concept of domestic work through Marx’s concepts of abstract 
and concrete work.81 Silva Mežnarić argued that work is a crucial theme 
and a widely discussed concept, in the intersection of socialism and femi-
nism. From different theoretical but similar ideological background, they 
both argued for a redefinition of the concept of work.82

In relation to the difference in the approach of feminism and social-
ism to the private and the public sphere, Gordana Cerjan-Letica quoted 
Eli Zaretsky saying that “[a]s the socialists in the 19th century challenged 
the legitimacy of bourgeois politics, so did the feminists introduce into the 
arena of political struggle the private life of the family”.83 Therefore, role 
and position of work as a concept are changed in feminism, the second 
wave brining along “the politicisation of the sphere of life which in a bour-
geois society is solely viewed as private”.84 Cerjan-Letica was aware that 
the attitude “is characteristic of the whole leftist movement of the 1960s”, 
but the emphasis on women and work came with the second wave of fem-
inism. Even Vida Tomšič, in her article about the advancement of both 
men and women in socialism (which is more important, than the “wom-
en’s question”, she claims), admitted that there is a lot to do about the 
family-related duties of women. However, to her, this is not for the sake of 
helping women, but is help provided for the whole family.85

Gordana Cerjan-Letica emphasised the ideological framing of the 
family, which is based on the precondition that the private and the pub-
lic are separated and thus much of the work indispensable for the sur-
vival of society is done for free, invisibly, in the private.86 By bringing 
the private into the discursive arena, the gendered nature of the private–
public division could be approached too. On the one hand, the division 
is seen as spacial, on the other hand, as social, as determining the social 
division of labour. The spatial aspect, the different standards for using 
the public space was already there in the MT Baudrillard text in Student 
in 1976 stating that women cannot freely use public spaces, for exam-
ple they face sexual harassment in the street.87 This angle becomes all 
the more important in the anti-violence activist phase of new Yugoslav 
feminism.

Jasna Tkalec’s essay “Patrijarhat i brak” [Patriarchy and marriage] in 
Delo related the question to Horkheimer’s statement. While Horkheimer 
acknowledged that family life was full of tyranny, lies and stupidities, he 
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insisted on it as necessary. Tkalec claimed that marriage was a “masculine 
institution” and the less it corresponds to human nature, the more regu-
lations it requires. She proposed a new model, which finally would not be 
based on violence and oppression.88 The other aspect, that of labour, directs 
one’s attention, yet again, to the shortcomings of Marx and Engels in this 
respect. Interestingly enough, what the new feminist authors discovered was 
that early Marxism was already and still rather conservative in its conceptu-
alisation of the family. As Žarana Papić wrote in her book, Engels, who was 
radical when it came to social transformations and the class question, from 
what he calls “revolution, one of the most radical which people have ever 
experienced” derived a “simple and peaceful ‘contractual’ change of the 
family system”.89

Papić criticised the existing research about the family, but there was a 
slowly emerging feminist focus in the subdiscipline of the sociology of the 
family. Papić found the abundance of funding and institutional support 
of this field problematic, since while the category of sex [pol] is a relevant 
category of research, instead of confining the focus onto this small field 
and aspect, there should be a feminist perspective in the whole of social 
sciences and humanities. In the meantime, in this indeed more traditional 
field, the sociologist Anđelka Milić explicitly acknowledged and used fem-
inist theories for the work on the family. Milić was a professor of sociology 
in Belgrade, active in the academic work of the new Yugoslav feminists 
from the late 1970s on. Later she helped and supervised the doctoral 
work of such important feminist scholars as Marina Blagojević and Ivana 
Pantelić. In her edited volume from 1988, Rađanje moderne porodice 
[The birth of the modern family] she urged to consider the family as a 
historically changing, even constructed concept, which could and should 
be approached from various directions. The list of approaches included 
the integration of the work on women’s history, which had been written 
separately of that of the family.90 Milić’s aim was to reconcile and com-
bine the two, and she also provided research proving the different loads 
of unpaid work resting on men and women. Vesna Pusić analysed the dif-
ferences in employment rates and statuses of women and men,91 both of 
which resonated with Despot’s philosophical writing about unpaid labour.

Jasna Tkalec provided a critical reading of the treatment of the “wom-
en’s question” and the inequality in the division of labour in “social-
ist countries of the Eastern bloc”—which is a reference to all the other 
countries in the region under Soviet influence—in a text based on the 
work of a Swedish sociologist, Hilda Laas.92 Following the abrupt 
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measurements to enforce the equality of men and women, inequality, 
such as the imbalance between the domestic work done by men and 
women prevailed, as well as the feminisation of certain manual labour 
and the lack of women in decision-making positions. Tkalec praised the 
Swedish model, while she carefully avoided comparing these models to 
the Yugoslav one. Ewa Morawska, a Polish sociologist who also partic-
ipated at the 1978 conference in Belgrade, in her article about Poland 
analysed the same tensions between equality on paper and inequality in 
reality.93 Comparing women’s lives in capitalism, socialism in the Soviet 
Bloc and in Yugoslavia, Vjeran Katunarić in his book Ženski eros i civ-
ilizacija smrti suggested that the most crucial difference between the 
Soviet Bloc and Yugoslavia from the perspective of women’s situation, 
was that in Yugoslavia there was a feminist criticism of the regime.94 
All of these authors find it important to call women’s domestic labour 
obligations on top of their full time employment a double burden. The 
debates and differences in the evaluation of women’s work and domes-
tic labour between the feminists and the state officials and intellectuals 
became important in the discussion on the pages of the popular press, 
which I discuss in Chapter 4 in this book.

Feminist Chronotopos: Historiography

The two authors with the most innovative feminist historical texts 
within the new feminist group in Yugoslavia, Andrea Feldman 
and Lydia Sklevicky, agree that at the beginnings of the new fem-
inist activities, history of women and feminism seemed to fasci-
nate the participants the most.95 For the conference in 1978, Dunja  
Blažević and Žarana Papić proposed various topics, like women and rev-
olution, modern feminist movements, sexuality and identity of women, 
and women and culture. The only historian by education in the group, 
joining it years after the first conference, was Andrea Feldman, but two 
sociologists, Žarana Papić and Lydia Sklevicky also worked on historical 
topics. Eventually, it was Sklevicky who became the most active figure in 
initiating and pursuing feminist historiography in the 1970s and 1980s. 
There were articles published on women’s history and feminist history 
from the 1970s on, and under the initiative of Sklevicky, in 1984–1985 
women historians from archives, museums and institutes started to meet 
within the frames of an extra-curricular postgraduate seminar.96 This led 
to the production of many articles about women and history, and this 
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was the period when the harshest criticism on the party-line interpreta-
tion of women’s place and role in Yugoslav historiography emerged.

Sklevicky, in argument for the importance of the “history of forgot-
ten sisters”, described the transition from the “old” feminism to the new 
wave, which realised that basic rights did not ensure real gender equal-
ity and therefore demanded liberation from gender roles.97 The feminist 
modes of criticism of the state-socialist system in Yugoslavia and its fail-
ures of creating gender equality can be very well modelled on the exam-
ple of historiography. However, even more than that, writing their own 
history was a step in creating feminist identity and a meaningful contri-
bution to the enhancement of feminist consciousness. At a time when 
feminism was reshaping in Yugoslavia, feminist scholars were right to 
realise that writing their own story is an essential step in self-definition 
and in gaining legitimacy, and that in this sense also, history is of crucial 
importance for the present and future. To quote Karen Offen: “earlier 
generations of […] feminists understood that ‘remembrance of things 
past’ is important for plotting the future”. Offen also points out that 
these endeavours already appeared in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century feminisms.98 For the new Yugoslav feminists, the two major 
topics of interest were women’s role in the partisan movement during 
WWII and the story of the interwar period “first wave” of feminism. The 
two topics are even more interesting if we take into consideration that 
WWII was rather important for the state-approved historiography, while 
the interwar non-socialist women’s movement was considered reaction-
ary and therefore erased from the canon of history. However, the single 
fact that women’s role in one single event (the NOB (Narodna oslobod-
ilačka borba—People’s Liberation Struggle) during WWII was commem-
orated did not mean that women’s role in history received any further 
attention, as Lydia Sklevicky pointed out in her famous essay, “Horses, 
women, wars”. By time, the theme in the historical narratives was slowly 
fading away and there barely was any mention of women in history text-
books apart from this one moment, which at the same time cannot be 
significant enough, exactly due to its singularity.99

As Rada Iveković put it, it was characteristic of “women’s perspec-
tive”—which here stands for a conscious, feminist perspective—that “it 
searches revalorisation and new evaluation of women’s participation in 
life, such as the history of the individual disciplines”.100 She also sug-
gested that from a philosophical question of women’s place in history, for 
example Hegel’s exclusion of women as those belonging to nature, from 
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history, the real source of empowerment or at least a next step would be 
the actual writing of women’s history. Women’s actual place in society 
can be changed also by changing women’s place in the way the history 
of that society is being told.101 A year earlier she wrote: “Is it possible 
for us to read women’s history (herstory) in history? It is possible, with 
some efforts, as we are reading it already here in this place. This is one 
of the tasks of women’s creativity”.102 Vesna Kesić supported this in her 
text from 1979 in the magazine Start, in the form of an overview on 
the history of feminism in the twentieth century in Europe and North 
America in an article with the title with the title “History has a male  
gender”.103

This rewriting of history regards the perception not only of space, 
but that of time too. For Blaženka Despot, the private–public division in 
Western political thought permeated the idea of time and therefore our 
perception of history, from which women were written out. Women have 
no time to participate in self-management due to the unpaid domestic 
labour they have to perform in the private, making this time invisible 
in the public. This idea of Despot recurs as a metadiscourse by sociolo-
gist-anthropologists. Time and space were brought together in the his-
torical narratives and the discursive act of writing these narratives, and 
the reinterpretation and recanonisation of the interwar predecessors cre-
ated a feminist chronotrope in the Yugoslav context.

One of the first feminist historical articles published in Yugoslavia 
was Sklevicky’s essay in 1976 with the title “Od borbe za prava do prave 
borbe” [From the fight for rights to the real fight]. Here, she empha-
sised the significance to tell the story “of the forgotten sisters”, and 
introduced the reader to the history of American women’s movements, 
with special emphasis on second wave feminism.104 Her choice fell on 
the USA because of the long history of political fight of the country, 
and since the USA was the venue of feminist “renascence” [preporod] in 
the 1960s. The years following this article by Sklevicky brought along 
various articles on women’s history. These were the times when Andrea 
Feldman started to publish, many times on similar topics as Sklevicky, 
many times together with her.105 Feldman worked on the non-social-
ist history of women in the interwar period (which was important in 
Sklevicky’s work too), and her work about the Association of Women 
with University Education was published in German and Serbo-Croatian 
in 1986.106
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The first methodologically grounded, systemic work came from Papić 
and Sklevicky and it meant a foundation for the semi-institutional activ-
ity of the new feminists in the field of history. This activity was semi-in-
stitutional both in the sense that it was practiced by non-historians 
and in the sense that it happened outside the institutions of the his-
torical profession.107 In their article from 1980, a prelude to the 1983 
Antropologija žena, Papić and Sklevicky gave an extensive overview 
about the latest ideas in anthropology,108 being at the same time very 
critical on the previous male-dominated gender-blindness of the field, 
which in their view, contributed to the preservation of gender inequal-
ity and stereotypes on women. As they wrote, “male anthropologists do 
the research, they interpret the phenomena […] the male anthropologist 
is thus twice as much an outsider: outsider in the new culture and out-
sider in ‘women’s world’”.109 At the same time, they presented the latest 
feminist approaches to anthropology, among them Margaret Mead and 
Gayle Rubin, which also influenced the historical research in Yugoslavia. 
Historiography and feminist methodology were also promoted by Lydia 
Sklevicky, who often referred to Gerda Lerner’s theoretical framework 
and her writings about women’s feminist consciousness, as well as the 
work of Natalie Zemon Davis.110

The turning point in the discussion on the topics of women’s partic-
ipation in the NOB and feminism in interwar Yugoslavia was Sklevicky’s 
two-part treatise “The characteristics of the organised activity of women 
in Yugoslavia till the period of the second world war”,111 following 
her anthropological analysis of the AFŽ.112 In Polja, Sklevicky openly 
criticised Jovanka Kecman’s work, re-evaluating the other groups 
which Kecman dismissed as “bourgeois” and feminist.113 Sklevicky’s 
argued that even if the Alijansa ženskih pokreta [Alliance of Women’s 
Movements] did not have a socialist agenda, interwar time feminists 
played substantial roles in raising women’s consciousness, which role 
was under no means less significant only because what they worked 
for was democracy and peace and not communism (454). She also  
stated that the Alijansa ženskih pokreta was by no means marginal, but 
on the contrary, they were those who made women’s problems pub-
lic (455), they were not reactionary, but progressive (456). She also 
argued that socialist and communist women’s organisations were not 
always openly committed to the women’s question, due to “the omni-
presence of patriarchal understanding, which was not an exception even  
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in the ranks of the proletars”. This attitude changed only during WWII, 
with Tito’s recognition that the partisans did not have a chance with-
out the participation of women (454). (The same is suggested by Jozo 
Tomasevich in his book on the Chetniks from 1975.)114

The article, Sklevicky’s style and argumentation are an eminent 
example for the balancing between one’s own critical feminist agenda 
and embarking on the partisan emancipatory processes as empowering 
women. She was committed to the writing of an inclusive women’s his-
tory: when discussing women’s participation in the socialist movement, 
she appreciatively referred to Anka Berus and other crucial female char-
acters from the partisan movement and later the SKJ.115 However, she 
was unwilling to accept ready-made mythologies. In the article published 
in the first joint book project of the Zagreb feminists, the Žena i društvo. 
Kultiviranje dijaloga [Women and Society. Cultivating the Dialogue],116 
Sklevicky went even one step further. Here, she referred to the estab-
lishment’s approach to women in WWII through Hobsbawm’s inventing 
of traditions. She stated that the role of women in the NOB or the par-
ties was manipulated by a system which “takes pride in the extraordinary 
numbers of women in the national liberation army and movement”. The  
invisibility of women would go against their invented tradition, ques-
tioning the statement that women were absolutely not hampered by 
the patriarchal attitude of the leadership to join the NOB, the party or 
syndicates.117

Whereas the arguments of many feminist historians are to a great 
extent based on women’s invisibility in history,118 the state-socialist 
Yugoslav case is different. The establishment’s version of history builds 
upon women and their representation and was used as a source of its 
own legitimacy. What we see clashing here is the feminist emancipatory 
and the state-socialist ideological aims of representation and interpre-
tation of the role of women in WWII. This clash at the same time, on 
another level also questioned those principles of Yugoslav historiography, 
which Dragović-Soso called the “holy cows”, but with a completely dif-
ferent message than the nationalist discourses Dragović-Soso analyses.119 
The only point where feminists agreed with the state-approved histori-
ography was the positive evaluation of Yugoslav unification. As for the 
disdain for the interwar regime and the apotheosis of the NOB and 
the communist revolution, the feminist criticism was rather harsh and 
became strong by demanding the promises to be kept and by pointing 
out the places of empty rhetoric considering women’s equal status.  
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Feminists and nationalists many times criticised the same principles, called 
out for reconsideration of the same periods, but their final arguments 
were far away from each other, and as the 1990s showes, they could not 
have agreed less on any principles. We are looking at feminist women 
who were writing against the system and within the system at the same 
time, whose position, therefore, was both dissenting and engaging with 
the regime. They were trying to question the status quo by referring to 
the principles upon which the status quo was built and they were forming 
alternative forums for their activity while using the existing institutions 
for the alternative forums.

Post-Feminist Socialist Backlash  
and the Refusal of Feminism

Whereas after the first publications, and even more so after the 1978 
conference, more and more women and men were interested in the new 
feminist ideas, these were not positively welcomed either by the represent-
atives of official institutions, or by other intellectuals. The tone was set 
by an edited volume of texts focusing on the “women’s question” from 
1975, which is interesting because it already reflects on the latest devel-
opments in “Western” feminism.120 The editor, Jovan Đorđević, a pro-
fessor of law in Belgrade, investigated the matter of women’s inequality 
and the potential answers to “the women’s question”. He saw an organic 
relationship between women’s liberation and socialism (17), Marxism 
and the class struggle as essential for women’s emancipation. In his read-
ing, “no one up to now has gone further than Marx in the definition of 
the essence of the women’s question” (56), obliterating the long history 
of feminisms before and after Marx. Besides Marx, he focused on what 
Engels, Bebel and Lenin did for the women’s question, while the role of 
Emma Goldman and Aleksandra Kollontai was downplayed. Kollontai 
is dismissed as someone whose work was only relevant in her time but 
is not any longer (98)—although eventually, the new Yugoslav feminist 
corpus did rely on the liberating aspects of the writings of Kollontai or 
Zetkin.121 Familiarising himself with the later works in feminist writ-
ing, Đorđević questioned Simone de Beauvoir’s statement about wom-
en’s work as being perceived inferior (106–109) as well as the relevance 
of the recent writings of Luce Irigaray, Kate Millett, Germaine Greer, 
together with the “new concepts and terms, such as sexism, machismo, 
fallocratism, fallocratocetrism [sic], which are all over contemporary  
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literatures of the most extremist and half-ideological feminist radicalism, 
which often is not far from lesbianism”. (47)

The 1978 conference, when such ideas were openly discussed, faced 
resistance in the public. In an article in Večernji novosti [Evening news], 
a reflection by a journalist expressed outrage about the conference, and 
even made the state organisations responsible for allowing such a con-
ference to take place: “Why the SSRJN and the Konferencija žena did 
not send its representatives and observers?” Due to this “negligence”, 
“foreigners” and “some ‘modern’, ‘avant-garde’ Yugoslav women” were 
there speaking about women being raped and harassed in the streets and 
in bars. The author found these problems non-existent and ridiculous, 
and believed to have found the real motivations behind the conference, 
in the form of class betrayal: “these women are mad at the working class 
for producing … high heel shoes which torture women”.122

Vesna Kesić interviewed Dunja Blažević, the main organiser of the 
1978 conference. Kesić emphasised that “[t]he echo of the conference in 
the press was not full of good intentions. Dunja had enough ‘problems’ 
after this conference”. Nevertheless, for Blažević, these reactions had an 
explanation:

This all way serving another purpose. They wanted to discredit the whole 
thing and present it as politically suspicious, so they were writing all kinds 
of things. […] the woman’s question was not verified as an important 
social problem, it was rather treated as a cliché. […] If someone reacts to 
the public expression of patriarchal mentality and sexism, then these pow-
ers silence and label those who would enter into a fight with these expres-
sions. We are not used to, yet, to people acting independently.123

These attacks were rather the expression of anti-feminism and often, 
misogyny.

The conference organised by Žena in 1982, with the participation 
of even members of the new feminist group, is a good case study for 
this discourse. The state organisations and their representatives reacted 
to feminism bearing in mind the importance of women’s equality as a 
state policy and the convergence between that and the feminist agenda. 
This meant that the complete refusal or ridicule of feminism would 
contradict their own position. Stipe Šuvar’s speech reminded the audi-
ence that “feminism is another form of conservative social conscious-
ness” and expressed a rather plastic opinion about feminism: “It’s that 
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Marxism explained that these [independent women’s movements] are 
not needed, moreover, the final consequences may even prove to be 
reactionary, some women’s political parties, some women’s organisa-
tions, if they are not part of a general political struggle for socialist 
and communist social ideals”.124 Feminism was presented as aggressive 
and in the meantime, not serious: “Eventually, feminism bases its the-
ses, all of them, on essayistic wittiness about the male chauvinistic pigs, 
meaning, about the oppressed sex, as a sex related to the sex which 
oppresses. This is the original sin of all forms of feminism, without 
consideration which theses it is varying, because it progresses and by 
it new accents are coming along”.125 The quoted lines of Stipe Šuvar 
reflected on Slavenka Drakulić’s essay, “The Mortal Sins of Feminism”, 
which was published in 1980 in the magazine Start and where she 
points out several shortcomings of the functioning of KDAŽ.126 In his 
argument and many other statements at the 1982 conference, femi-
nism was both characterised as “misguided, damaging”, which Juliet 
Mitchell and Ann Oakley identify as strategies of the backlash,127 and 
at the same time, it also got “reduced to a unitary concept”,128 while 
a broader, general framework was offered under which the approved 
endeavours of feminism are subsumed.

Another non-institutional reaction to mention is an article from 1980 
by Slaven Letica, published in Pitanja, a journal often giving space to the 
above-quoted feminist writings too, with the title “A draft (!) to the com-
munist manifest against feminism”.129 Letica equally attacked the state’s 
women organisations and the new feminists, suggesting there was little 
difference between the two, as they put “sexual emancipation” [spolna 
emancipacija] ahead of social and class-based emancipation. With regard 
to this, Letica emphasised that the “women’s movement” (and not fem-
inism) had its roots in the “bourgeois democratic” movement aiming at 
horizontal equality.130 In the case of the new generation, however, even 
the devotion of the “20-30 neofeminists” was questionable, as they only 
revolted against their fathers and under the circumstances of the “over-
production of the intellectuals today”, they were feminists only for career 
reasons (56). This argument was supported by various further misogynist 
statements about “double standards in marital faithfulness” (55). The 
article’s argumentation was aiming to build a higher moral ground for the 
statements of its author, to be achieved with discrediting the usefulness 
and even good intentions of its targets. He even questioned the relevance 
of Marx’s often referenced early works for the current situation, where  
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in his opinion, the entire žensko pitanje needed to be abandoned. Letica’s 
writing is an interesting case inasmuch it also balances between the ideol-
ogy approved by the state and the criticism of state policies, in the same 
forum feminist articles appeared too.

In her recollections of the times, Tanja Rener saw the position of 
feminism within the state-socialist Yugoslav context as rather complex: 
“Once a young man from the secret police came into my room, this 
room where we are sitting now, and told me that they were listening to 
our meetings, but that they were somehow sympathetic and why don’t 
we cooperate [with them]. I asked a known lawyer for advice how to 
get rid of this sort of proposals and he said that we can just throw him 
out of the room”. Whereas there was no direct threat from the police, 
“feminism threatened your career. So, the danger, the direct one, didn’t 
come from the state, but inside academia we were mocked, we were not 
treated seriously enough”. The personal clashes with those higher up in 
the academic hierarchies made life difficult, just as much as the sensation 
that their ideas were perceived in a condescending manner: “I gave a talk 
at an important conference in 1984 with the title ‘De imbecillitas sexus’, 
after which Vida Tomšič gave me these very unpleasant words that what 
I say is a repetition of bourgeois ideologies”.131

The arguments in the debates between the feminists and the state 
officials and the journalists are very similar to what the concept of post- 
feminism describes. Though the concept does not appear in the feminist 
literature in Yugoslavia at the time, its strategies are there in the reac-
tion to feminism. While anti-feminism and the backlash refute and attack 
feminism directly, post-feminism pretends to be the successor of the pre-
viously existing feminism, being its better version and proving it unnec-
essary. Post-feminism suggests that feminism is outdated, since “that 
everything that women could reasonably want has already been accom-
plished”.132 The “post-” prefix to feminism, to Amelia Jones, is the 
death of feminism, and the process through which this is achieved, she 
describes as follows: similarly to the backlash, feminism gets “reduced to 
a unitary concept”133 and eventually, other discourses “subsume it under 
a broad framework”.134 The main danger of post-feminism, according 
to Angela McRobbie, lies in the fact “that there is no longer any need 
for sexual politics,135 which in turn gives licence for such a politics to 
be undone”.136 Here, “feminism is taken into account, but only to be 
shown that it is no longer necessary”.137 McRobbie and Oakley claim 
that post-feminism is not much different from anti-feminism. In fact, 
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what we have here is a refined form of anti-feminism, which walks hand 
in hand not only with the backlash, but also with sexism and misogyny.

Post-feminism becomes a frequent concept in the Anglo-American 
feminist literature of the 1980s (here, I rely on one interpretation).138 
Post-feminism is a concept with a longer history though, even Lucy 
Delap finds a magazine from 1919 which claims to be post-feminist, 
describing feminism “a constraining, outgrown version of femininity”.139 
That is, post-feminism already in the early twentieth century denoted 
something that is “over” feminism. The use of post-feminism runs paral-
lel with the dangers of a strict diachronic periodisation of feminism into 
“waves”, as if the feminist goals had been achieved in a chronological 
order, whereas if we take a closer look, the themes are rather recurring 
from time to time. In this circularity stands post-feminism, as a milder 
form of anti-feminism, together with the backlashes and anti-feminism 
itself.

The socialist regimes in Eastern Europe responded to some demands 
of the women’s movements in their policies, while they also denied the 
achievements of these movements, presenting the policy changes solely 
as the programme of the communist parties. And at the same time, by 
declaring all demands fulfilled, the separate women’s movements lost 
legitimacy. Interestingly enough, this is what McRobbie describes in 
the Western post-feminist case as a discourse in which “female free-
dom is taken for granted, unreliant on any past struggle (an antiquated  
word), and certainly not requiring any new, fresh political understand-
ing”.140 Whereas the majority of the East European countries bore a lot 
in common in this respect, the appearance of new feminism triggered 
more reactions in Yugoslavia. Here, even the “struggle” aspect [bor-
beni] of the feminist movements was denied, by labelling it bourgeois 
and therefore, representing only the reactionary interests of a minority. 
In the meantime, the achievements of the regime with regard to wom-
en’s equality was connected to the self-positioning vis-à-vis the West,  
which again enabled and fed into the argument about the redundancy of 
the new feminism. Often times, the attacks against feminism turned into 
misogyny and the questioning women’s basic rights.141 As for sexism, its 
most common form is to reduce women to their body and present them 
as inferior, the way “female sexuality is seen and abused in the male- 
dominated discourse”.142 This, as we shall see in Chapter 4, is not far  
from representations of women in Yugoslavia of the time. The strategies 
of post-feminism, this “refined anti-feminism”, according to Jones, stem 
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in the postmodern, whereas my sources analysed here suggest that these 
strategies were also present in the discourse of state socialism. Especially in  
the discursive act of placing (in)equality into a “general human” frame-
work, with complete disregard to gender, when it comes to dealing with 
the inequality.

Feminism as a New Political Movement

The late 1980s and very early 1990s, before the dissolution of 
Yugoslavia, were a time when the feminists began to talk more openly 
about politics, which is probably due to both the changing political cli-
mate and the activism of the 1980s that I discuss in Chapter 5 in this 
book. They were fascinated by the appearance of “new social move-
ments”, a phenomenon of the 1960s in the West and becoming rele-
vant in East Central Europe in the late 1980s. Feminism was discussed 
as part of these not only by the new Yugoslav feminists themselves,143 
but also by a broader community of social scientists. The 1990 issue of 
the Novi Sad-based journal Polja published a special issue with the title 
“New political movements. Woman as a political being”. The feminist 
movement is introduced and analysed by the political scientist Vukašin 
Pavlović, who relies on the work of Papić, Iveković, Jalušič, Drakulić 
and Despot, as well as German feminist scholarship represented by Ute 
Gerhard and Frigga Haug. The special issue has several articles by Allison 
Jaggar and one by Ann Oakley, signalling a new era of radical feminism 
reaching Yugoslavia.144

Another comprehensive, large last gesture to the developments of new  
Yugoslav feminism, signalling the potential of a new era, is a selection 
of texts by Daša Duhaček in the journal Gledišta. In her introduction, 
Duhaček offered an overview of the state of the art of feminism in the 
era at the time. She acknowledged her predecessors and colleagues Nada 
Popović Perišić, Blaženka Despot, Rada Iveković and Žarana Papić, 
among others. Duhaček provided a systematic overview of the current 
state of feminist ideas with the aim of “defining feminism for showing 
the richness of feminist approaches”, but also, in the footsteps of the 
ideas of Alison Jaggar, to explicitly define feminism as politics.145 From 
liberal, Marxist and radical feminism, there is a new, socialist feminism or 
new Marxist feminism, which is to a large extent influenced by the crit-
icism of power, focus on sexuality and identity of radical feminism, but 
which is sensitive to the differences between women themselves (4–5). 
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For Duhaček, this was a stream to follow. She also directly criticised the 
“authoritative ideology of socialism”, which in fact, through the formal 
equality of women, only worked towards “women’s marginalisation” (8). 
This official ideology even supported the patriarchal value system forced 
upon people by the church, in Yugoslavia, the Catholic, the Pravoslav 
(Serbian Orthodox) and Islam. These two institutions sustained the 
patriarchal oppression an everyday experience for women in Yugoslavia 
in the past decades, claimed Duhaček, which claim was already a call 
for improvement in this regard, through the reorganisation of power 
structures.

By 1990–1991, the stakes of the feminist discussions shifted from the 
focus on women’s emancipation, its (im)possibility to happen through 
the class question, and the problems with the division of labour between 
men and women to the issue of violence against women and women’s 
political participation. These topics led to conceptual reconsiderations 
as well as interventions with state institutions in socialist Yugoslavia, but 
they also forecast the issues raised by feminism in the multi-party systems 
in the new states and during the war. After the break-up of Yugoslavia, 
the feminists will have to deal with war violence against women and a  
traditionalist-conservative discourse on the role of women in society, with 
emphasis on their reproductive rights. The post-1991 feminist agenda 
largely relied on the agenda from the late 1980s, used its concepts  
and built itself from its organisational forms.

Conclusion

This chapter’s aim was to show how the idea of feminism changed and 
got more seriously conceptualised from the early tentative questions 
of “what is happening to women elsewhere?” to the critical readings 
of Marxist theories from an openly feminist standpoint. In comparison 
with the state’s stance on the women’s question, the new feminists in 
Yugoslavia posed different problems and offered different answers. The 
abolishment of class difference, in their reading, was not an adequate 
solution to women’s subordination. The dysfunctionality of općeljudske 
emancipacije, which in the mid-1970s defined the state’s position, was 
proven through the introduction of concepts such as gender and the 
reinterpretation of other ones, such as consciousness, the private–public 
difference, work, patriarchy, the family and women’s place within the 
family. The new Yugoslav feminists started reading feminism against the 
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post-feminist refusal of feminism by the state, and the more they read, 
the more clearly they saw the use of this ideology in their country. Their 
dissent towards the state was formulated in academic texts and through 
the transfer of the above-mentioned concepts from one context to the 
other. As a result, there was a discursive space created by the feminists, 
which made it possible for them to position themselves as feminist and 
to rewrite the official version of history of feminism in Yugoslavia, thus 
delineating their own niche in the history of feminism in Yugoslavia and 
the world. These discursive acts allowed the feminists to further develop-
ments, for example in the field of the arts and literature.
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merely for professional reasons, but also personal and political.”2

Dubravka Ugrešić: “I am not good in groups, any groups, it’s part of my 
character, this inability to belong to a group and follow the codes and rules.”3

Marina Abramović: “I think that all energy, all power is so much in the hands 
of women and it always has been genetically like that. I feel the complete oppo-
site [to feminists]. I feel I have to help men.”4

“The only positive contribution for the women’s movement from radical 
feminism is the theory of women’s creativity”, wrote Rada Iveković in 
one of the earliest collections of feminist articles in the journal Dometi in 
1979.5 At the time, feminists in Yugoslavia were still trying to decide on 
their attitude towards different feminisms, but it was already clear that 
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feminist creativity was an integral part of the budding feminist dissent. 
This chapter focuses on the complex ways feminism entered art and liter-
ary theory and how this created an understanding, professional audience 
for women’s art and women’s literature. The literature and art that was 
born out of this fruitful interaction between critics, theorists, artists and 
writers contributed to the development of new ideas in the feminist dis-
course in Yugoslavia. In my analysis of the theoretical debates, I show 
through transfers, reinterpretations and translations how new feminist 
meanings came into being. Through the theorisation and production of 
art and literary works, questions of women’s subjectivity and women’s 
creativity expanded the possibilities to conceptualise women’s lives and 
experiences in socialism and opened up avenues for subversive dissent.

The ambiguity of the interaction between feminist theory and the art 
scene, including literature, is a substantial aspect of this chapter. While 
any text can be subject to equal interpretative scrutiny, it is the very 
interest of theoretical and analytical texts to make their agenda and their 
position explicit, as can be seen in the case of the texts and their authors 
analysed in the previous chapter. In the case of works of art, the aesthetic 
requirement to keep interpretation open results from a pact between the 
artist and the interpretative community. I hereby rely on Rita Felski’s 
warning to feminist scholars: to be careful not to impose an agenda on 
an artwork which the specific work itself does not imply and, moreo-
ver, may even resist.6 This is the case of at least some of the works I dis-
cuss here. At other times, works of art open up to a feminist analysis, 
even when no explicit feminist claim is put forward. What many of these 
works do, in Felski’s phrasing, is to “engage sympathetically with fem-
inist ideas”.7 Other pieces, in fact, more than one would expect in an 
East European post-feminist discursive environment, are even explicitly 
feminist.

Feminist interpretations of artworks or oeuvres of artists who do not 
claim to be feminist are, however, substantial in order to understand the 
ideas and discussions that create the political languages of an era, as these 
works may well inspire feminist thought around them. In Lucy Delap’s 
reading, it is not only ideas, language acts, but also practices which con-
stitute the meaning of feminism. She finds the role of Isadora Duncan 
crucial for the early feminist movement, since Duncan’s work as a dancer- 
choreographer achieved creative experimentation, which, to Delap, 
is another constitutive element of feminism—even if Duncan herself 
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never claimed to be a feminist.8 In the words of a new Yugoslav feminist 
author, Slavica Jakobović, about their times: “Feminism […] is not just 
about feminism any more, but a demand for the acknowledgement of 
alternative perspectives and alternative forms of expression”.9 The focus 
of Yugoslav feminist theory on the issues of equality, work and a search 
of the meanings of new feminisms broadened towards the experience and 
subjectivity of women, towards a more colourful and multi-layered femi-
nism through art and literature, and theories of art and literature.

A sympathetic critical discourse which agrees with the aims of an art-
ists’ group, style or orientation usually contributes to the development 
and the canonisation of these artistic practices, whereas the interpretation 
of widely acknowledged and/or already canonised literary and artworks 
can be a source of legitimacy for a critical discourse, school or group of 
authors as well. This chapter focuses on works of art and literature from 
the 1970s and 1980s in Yugoslavia, which in several ways are relevant 
for my interpretations of feminism in this historical context. The art and 
literary theories that intertwine with these artworks, predominantly the 
transfer of certain new theories from French and Anglo-American aca-
demia, take up another large part of the chapter.

In introducing this chapter I need to add a note of apology; I neces-
sarily have to limit my analysis of complex and rich works of art in order 
for them to fit into the frame of my argument. Since my primary interest 
lies in the contribution of artworks to the meanings of feminism and the 
possibilities of dissent, I focus the analysis on these.

As for the artworks, I have attempted to select works based on the 
following criteria:

1. � they were written/created by members of the Žena i društvo groups;
2. � they make explicit feminist claims;
3. � the important feminist publications connected to the Žena i 

društvo groups found them relevant;
4. � they are important in their relation to the interpretation of the 

works analysed based on the previous two criteria.

The categories often overlap, as in the case of Rada Iveković, who was 
a member of the group, made explicit feminist claims and was analysed 
as an important author by other members, or Dubravka Ugrešić, who 
was considered important by authors of the Žena i društvo groups and 
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whose work contributed to the theoretical discussions of the groups. 
Slavenka Drakulić, Sanja Iveković, Rada Iveković and Marina Gržinić 
were all members of the group and themselves made explicit claims. 
Irena Vrkljan’s work was important to the group members; Abramović 
and Vlasta Delimar have artworks which are relevant to the themes 
and ideas of new Yugoslav feminism. Katalin Ladik is a special case; she 
makes strong statements as a woman artist, but was not closely related 
to the new Yugoslav feminists; her primary space of activities was the 
Vojvodina art scene.10 The writings of Biljana Jovanović and Judita 
Šalgo stretch the boundaries of expressing women’s experience through  
language.

Besides the authors from the Yugoslav scenes—scenes in the plural 
because of the difference between, and the many faces of, the centres 
where most of the work was produced—there were works and art-
ists introduced to the local scene, whose work influenced not only art-
ists and writers, but also curators, critics and theoreticians. The SKC’s 
Aprilski susreti [April meetings] in 1975 hosted some of the leading 
new women artists of the “international” (i.e. Western) art scene, such 
as Iole de Freitas, Gina Pane, Katharina Sieverding, Ulrike Rosenbach. 
The Polish artist Natalia LL came to the meeting at around the time 
when her art had an openly feminist turn, which she reflected on in her 
text “Art and Non-Art” written in the same year. Some of these women 
artists had a long-lasting contact with the Yugoslav scene. For example 
Pane, who did not identify herself as a feminist, but was deeply inter-
ested in the ways the body, especially the female body, and pain relate to 
each other, was already a guest in 1972 at the SKC. They had a lasting 
influence on the SKC curators, who in turn supported the expansion of 
feminist art in Yugoslavia, while the publications of Erica Jong, Chantal 
Chawaf and Marguerite Duras in Yugoslavia were encouraged by the 
interest of the theoreticians in and around the feminist groups. The 
SKC also offered a rather strong feminist film programme with films 
from Canada, Germany, France, Britain and the work of a Costa Rican 
director, Patricia Howell. At one Tribina, a public discussion at the SKC 
in 1977 about “women in literature”, four critics (Ileana Čura, Mirjana 
Matarić, Vida Marković, Mila Stojnić) talked about the work of Marina 
Tsvetaeva (Cvetajeva), Emily Dickinson, Jane Austen and Kamala Das 
(Fig. 3.1).11
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Dissenting Art, State Funded Galleries

The position of dissent in art and literature is just as complex as femi-
nism in art and literature. Art is often discussed as a free space for dissent 
in oppressive regimes. The relative liberty of this field in Yugoslavia was 
also a gesture made by the state, which led to an ambiguous situation.  

Fig. 3.1  At the discussion “Women in Art”, which took place with the par-
ticipants of the 4th Aprilski susreti, the April Meetings—The Expanded Media 
Festival. From the curators associated with the SKC, Dunja Blažević and Biljana 
Tomić were present, 9th April 1975 (Courtesy of the SKC Archives)
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As Aleš Erjavec points out, in Yugoslavia, the state financed all the avant-
garde art practices, which, in his opinion, left very little choice to art-
ists and intellectuals but “taking on the ‘dissident’ and hence basically 
conservative stance of promoting bourgeois (and often nationalist) ideas 
and rights instead of genuine social rights arising from the new social 
order as defined in the ideas of self-management”.12 In the case of art, 
Erjavec argues, the subversive act was to dissociate art from politics, to 
create art “as if politics doesn’t exist”, despite the standards of a socialist 
realism which “demanded for an apologetic politicization of art and cul-
ture”.13 In the meantime, with the appearance of the post-avant-garde in 
Yugoslavia, the aim again was to combine “artistic and political claims”,14 
reflecting even on the change in socialist modernism that made it “neu-
tral and passive in relation to its surrounding reality”, the reason why it 
was renamed by a circle of art theorists socialist aestheticism.15

The post-avant-garde, postmodernist approaches chose various sub-
versive strategies, even if, as Ješa Denegri suggests “the lack of such a 
drastic, open opposition on the Yugoslav art scene at the time does not 
justify identifying the alternative route on the Yugoslav art scene with 
the phenomena of political and cultural dissidence the way it manifested 
in other parts of the real-socialist bloc, nor is the alternative route the 
opposite member in the binomical official/nonofficial art”.16 The rea-
son in the cases of academia and popular media is that state intervention 
was always involved, through funding and institutional influence over 
the appointments of decision-makers. (About this, see Chapter 4 in this 
book.) This was sometimes more, sometimes less present; in the case of 
the latter the paradigm was the SKC in Belgrade. Student centres were 
answerable to the local universities only, which meant remarkably more 
independence for them than what was accessible to art institutions in the 
rest of Eastern and Central Europe.

In fact, the first Student Centre was founded in 1961 in Zagreb, 
and this became the model for the further centres of the SFRJ.17 If 
we look at the history of the creation of the student cultural centres 
(especially that of the SKC Belgrade), “dissidence” should be seen in a 
broad sense (though dissent would be more appropriate). The centres 
were founded after the student protests in 1968, to tame the protest-
ers and with the intention that the critical and experimental ideas were 
kept within a controllable frame. The same way the directors represent-
ing novi film met, self-organised and created in alternative scenes, like 
Belgrade’s amateur film club “Beograd”,18 the student cultural centres 
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became meeting points for young, experimenting artists. In Branislav 
Dimitrijević’s opinion, the Studentski Centar (SC) in Zagreb was 
already a progressive scene before 1968,19 still a place of both control 
and autonomy.

Most participants and observers saw a paradigm shift at the time of 
the Yugoslav 1968, which led the “dissidents to intellectual horizons 
beyond Marxism”.20 The mediums of communication were similar to the 
other platforms for the expression and discussion of dissident thought 
in Eastern Europe, with friends meeting in informal literary and artis-
tic circles, and at the same time, different from these, with the student 
centres and the youth magazines and journals. The former 1968 activ-
ists in Yugoslavia were “gradually mastering a discourse that would tease, 
fool and irritate authorities”.21 After the rather apolitical abstract aes-
theticism, the new neorealist and avant-garde art forms were no longer 
reluctant to express criticism.22 From the perspective of the post-1968 
generation, the pre-1968 period regarding the relation of the state and 
the art scene was not simply ambiguous, it was hypocritical.

According to Becker, Yugoslavia was the only socialist country 
that exhibited abstract art as early as 1958, participating in the Venice 
Biennale from 1950 on, showcasing the open and progressive state of 
the SFRJ.23 Whereas authors like Denegri argue against the label “dissi-
dence”, Branislav Dimitrijević uses the term “dissident” for those artistic 
practices and opinions that in any way oppose “the party line” art prac-
tices and norms. He is also aware of the ambiguities behind dissidence 
in Yugoslavia: many artists used “the climate of ‘moderate totalitarian-
ism’ that characterised the Tito regime” to make a critical stance while 
enjoying the benefits. For example “the best-known Serbian dissident 
artist” Mića Popović’s show in 1950 was staged as a break with socialist 
realism. Thus it “became the biggest myth of resistance in Yugoslav art 
history”, whereas Dimitrijević sees it simply as “a way to establish the 
dissident artist as a person who takes a critical stance towards the polit-
ical structures”, while receiving the first state grant right after the show, 
in 1950.24 Dimitrijević’s broad interpretation of the concept “dissident” 
is narrowed down here to the generation of the 1968 student protests 
who, and this cannot be left out of consideration, “wanted more social-
ism, not less”.25 Similarly to the new Yugoslav feminists, the students of 
1968 and later in the SKC were making claims towards self-managing 
socialism about its promises, be these about women’s equality or social 
injustice.
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Dissent and dissidence, as we see from the abundance of ambiguities 
in the socialist regimes themselves, are not clear categories. Film theo-
retician Nebojša Jovanović claims that the artists, at least the novi film 
filmmakers, should not be forced into “the set of categorical dichotomies 
characteristic of derogatory descriptions of socialism” with the “‘Artist 
versus Regime’ cliché”.26 This dichotomy, in Jovanović’s words

conveniently encompasses many of these oppositions, reaching high up the 
ladder of outworn prejudices about the totalitarian essence of socialism. 
According to this nostrum, it goes without saying that the Regime is cor-
rupt, tyrannical and vicious, just as it goes without saying that the Artist is 
guided by an innate sense of freedom and democracy; it goes without saying 
that the Regime manipulates and deceives and it goes without saying that 
the Artist knows only the language of truth that simply has to be told.27

This image overromanticises the figure of the artist and contradicts the 
way the neo-avant-gardes and post-avant-gardes position themselves. 
What also follows from Jovanović’s argument is that the diversity of the 
work of the different artists would be jeopardised by forcing them under 
the umbrella of “dissidence”.

Artists and intellectuals in the focus of this chapter were “poking” 
the regime in their work with different tools and for different purposes. 
What they share is the politicisation and polemic that came to the fore 
in art with the emergence of postmodernism and the post-avant-garde, 
for which the role of the SKC Belgrade and its Galerija, under the direc-
tion of Dunja Blažević, was crucial. The ways in which it was done are 
far from homogenous, but there obviously was a new stream from Lazar 
Stojanović and Tomislav Gotovac to Makavejev and Žilnik. The exper-
imentation in literary works in Eastern Europe in the 1970s–1980s, 
according to Marcel Cornis-Pope, was “dramatizing more or less overtly 
the struggle of a writer, a narrator, or a whole community to give a 
truthful vision of life in an age dominated by ideological and cultural cli-
chés”.28 This statement, leaving its romanticised overtones aside (which 
puts it rather on the side of those works which rely on the “Artist ver-
sus Regime” cliché), applies to other artistic disciplines too. It is broad 
enough to allow for the shades of grey, a non-restrictive interpretation 
that the art under socialism after 1968 deserves.

The young artists in the SKC Belgrade, or later in ŠKUC Ljubljana, 
novi film filmmakers and the feminists of the Žena i društvo circles were 
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all, if not dramatising, but certainly problematising the lies, shortcom-
ings and hypocrisy of the regime, while they were also part of the system. 
As Dunja Blažević remembers, “the young people that led and gathered 
around these centres believed in the subversive, revolutionary power and 
potential of the arts, which could change not only art and society, but 
also the world”.29 This characterisation is recurrent when a new gener-
ation or the youth in any context is described. The role of youth in art, 
literature and, also feminism in post-1968 (or post-1971) Yugoslavia 
was one where this subversion and revolutionary spirit was part of the 
regime’s ideology and simultaneously questioned it.

Dunja Blažević, the founding director of the Galerija SKC-a [Gallery 
of the SKC] and a key figure of the new art scene in Yugoslavia at the 
time, explained that she had the Institute for Contemporary Art (ICA) 
London in mind as model institute for the SKC Galerija, a space cre-
ated in 1946 to host radical art and culture. The artistic ideal for her 
generation was the Russian avant-garde art, they wanted to “create new 
art for a new society”, with more socialism, not less. To her personally, 
self-management should have been “a mixture of socialism and anar-
chism”—anarchism being a strong inspiration to Sonja Drljević too—,30 
and while her role as director obviously defined the profile of the Galerija 
SKC-a, she emphasised during our talk that this was her personal inspi-
ration which she did not want to impose upon the artists in the gallery. 
In the meantime, when talking of a generational experience and inspira-
tion, she named the Frankfurt School instead of Praxis and mentioned 
the influence of Guy Debord. The freedom of the SKC artists gained 
stemmed from their lack of fear, but it was also supported by the silent 
pact between the Tito-regime and the students after 1968 in Serbia and 
following the suppression of the Croatian Spring in 1971. Moreover, the 
family background of some of the leaders of the SKC, who were related 
to high-ranking politicians, meant another layer of protection.

The story Blažević recalls from “1974 or 1975”—signalling a “black 
wave period”—was a conflict with new leadership on the Central 
Committee. The Committee “cleansed” the arts and humanities institu-
tions and wanted to appoint a new director to the SKC, instead of Petar 
Ignjatović, its progressive first director. The six programme directors, 
one of whom was Blažević, protested against the decision based on the 
lack of professional knowledge of those making the decision: “So, we 
sent the CC representative away, we were not afraid at all. After this, sto-
ries started to circulate. But this is just a story, not important. That was 
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the way, that you were not afraid. Also, we did not have the knowledge 
[of the risks involved in not being afraid]”.31 The last sentence about 
the lack of knowledge of the possible consequences, as well as the brave 
professional arrogance of a generation born in peace time in a country 
full of promises, reveals at least partly the innovation and motivation of 
both the artists and the feminists. I discuss publication laws and censor-
ship more in detail in the previous and the following chapters, which is 
well complemented by Blažević’s emphasis on the importance of working 
without self-censorship.

It was this environment, entangled with the academic-activist scene at 
the universities, where feminist art and art theory emerged. As Blažević 
was in the key position as director of the gallery of the SKC and later 
on the whole SKC—after which she was the editor and host of a con-
temporary art TV series (TV Galerija)—32 she did indeed play a crucial 
role, which was confirmed by most of my interviewees. The SKC hosted 
an early exhibition about sexual harassment of women in 1976 as well 
as the preparatory workshops for the first SOS helpline for victims of 
violence against women (Fig. 3.2). There appears to be a consensus on 
Blažević’s role and personality, what Vesna Kesić in an interview from 
1982 describes as “the activist of the avant-garde”. Her role and person-
ality represents the inseparability of the regime and its opposition, so this 
reflection of hers and others on her family background is interesting here 
as a par excellence case of how the personal and political are intertwined. 
It also shows how consciously someone could use their background. 
Jakov Blažević was a member of the illegal communist party during 
World War II, and after 1945 a leading SKJ politician. At around the 
time of the early phase of the SKC Belgrade and his daughter’s career, he 
was the president of the parliament of the SRH and member of the pres-
idency of the SRH, the presidency of the SKJ and the SFRJ. In 1982, 
Vesna Kesić, already editor of the magazine Start (see Chapter 4), had a 
conversation with Dunja Blažević about her work over the previous ten 
years. Blažević highlights the ambiguity of her own position here:

Given that I was privileged, have I done enough in comparison with peo-
ple who did not have the same opportunities and who, in a way, made a 
much bigger step? […] In one moment you understand that you adopted a 
certain kind of asceticism, about which not even you yourself know where 
it exactly originates from. On the other hand, you have this immense need 
to create an image of yourself as a self-made person; you take care of other 
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people and of your environment, sometimes even more than it would be 
necessary.

Already in 1982, Blažević made clear the dilemma that comes with her 
position. Her interpretation explains her reluctance to attribute that 
great a significance to her role in the movements, new artistic and new 
feminist alike.

Fig. 3.2  “Why do women not catcall men?” A poster campaign prepared in 
1976 by Žarana Papić and Ivan Vejvoda, designed by Dragan Stojanovski. The 
posters were installed in the university buildings all over Belgrade (Courtesy of 
the SKC Archives)
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Curators and organisers, also those in other fields, like Andrea 
Feldman, Lydia Sklevicky and Žarana Papić in academia, activists like 
Lepa Mlađenović and Mojca Dobnikar, were the motors behind a crea-
tion of a rich new feminist discourse. However, there is a gendered hier-
archy in the division of labour in the ranks of Yugoslav counterculture 
too. Branislava Anđelković is right to point out that while many impor-
tant curators in the new artistic movement circles were women, both the 
representatives of the “official opportunistic culture” and the “rebellious 
opposition to this cultural numbness, taking the form of dissident politi-
cal and artistic action” were men.33 While there was indeed a male artist 
dominated canon in formation at the time, the women artists and writ-
ers in this chapter prove precisely that the participation of feminist cura-
tors and editors, as well as critics and scholars, created a context and a 
system of cultural production that gives space for women authors able 
to explore the possibilities of women’s perspective, feminism and dissent 
with the combination of the former two.34

The SKC Belgrade not only hosted the 1978 Drug-ca conference and 
provided space for the Žena i društvo tribine, but also brought the inter-
national art scene to Belgrade. As Biljana Tomić explained to me, they 
really felt that their Yugoslavia of the time was completely on a par with 
the art scene in Paris or New York. The first memorable encounter hap-
pened in 1976 within the frames of the Aprilski susreti, which left deep 
traces in the participants, as Biljana Tomić remembers, since they stayed 
in contact for a long time after the event. To her, Katharina Sieverding 
as a phenomenon left a lasting effect, through the powerful femininity 
she represented. The SKC’s vibrant art scene was in general inspiring: 
the “group of six” or “Group70” with Raša Todosijević, Gergelj Urkom, 
Neša Paripović, Zoran Popović, Era Milivojević and Marina Abramović 
started their careers here. The SKC was where artworks like “Was ist 
Kunst, Marinela Koželj?” by Todosijević or “Art Must be Beautiful, 
Artist Must be Beautiful” by Abramović were born, contributing to the 
understanding of the feminist curators and artists of the role of feminism 
and gender in art—even if Abramović herself adamantly refused to be 
considered a feminist artist.

It is not only that important new art from the West came to the big 
Yugoslav cities: novi umjetnost travelled from Yugoslavia too. The group 
OHO participated in a MoMA exhibition in New York in 1970; Sanja 
Iveković had her first group exhibitions in 1971 in Paris and Graz, the 
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first solo (with Une jour violente at the Arte Fiera) in Bologna in 1976; 
Marina Abramović exhibited alone first in 1974 in Naples (Rhythm 0) 
and Milan (Rhythm 4), and the next year in Amsterdam (Role Exchange). 
All in all, the Žena i drustvo event series is worth returning to, as these 
represented the feminist art project of the time quite well.35 Talks about 
Virginia Woolf, women’s creativity by Dacia Mariani—the Italian femi-
nist and writer, a frequent guest of the Yugoslav feminists—women’s lit-
erature as “writing of the other” [“Ženska književnost—drugo pismo”], 
about language and sex, about lesbian literature.

Écriture Féminine and New Literary  
and Artistic Canons for Feminism

The two feminist approaches to art and literature in the West during the 
1970s–1980s, which later turned out to have been the most influential, 
both appeared in the Yugoslav discursive space. The écriture féminine was 
interpreted and translated based on a systematic reading of the French lit-
erature, while research methods and interpretative strategies which resem-
ble what became known as Anglo-American gynocriticism came about in 
a more diverse and scattered form. Écriture féminine was a key concept 
of French post-structuralist feminism, developed by Hélène Cixous, Luce 
Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, experimenting with a specifically feminine way 
of writing and resisting a final definition of the term. While their concept 
of the écriture féminine concentrated on the text and the process of writ-
ing, gynocriticism was author centred: it manifested itself in the rereading 
of canonised women authors and artists, as well as in the re-evaluation 
and re-publication of less appreciated and forgotten ones. Translations 
and the publishing of authors from other countries can be added as 
another mode of contribution to the “Yugo-gynocritical” approach. 
However, as it tends to occur in the case of new Yugoslav feminism, the 
boundaries between the two streams are far from clear-cut. Intrinsically, 
both gynocriticism and the écriture féminine aim at the rewriting of the 
canon. While the canons of different theoretical schools are not identi-
cal, the introduction of new names and new authors to the scene hap-
pened from both streams. The other prevailing and fascinating case of 
gynocriticism and the écriture féminine being confused was published in 
the journal Republika. Here, the écriture féminine, the parole de femme 
(translated as rijeć žene) and Women’s Studies were all mentioned on 
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the same page, literally and metaphorically.36 The écriture féminine and  
Women’s Studies are even presented as each other’s equivalent.37 The 
list of these concepts shows how overwhelming and fascinating an 
experience it was for the Yugoslav feminists to encounter all these the-
ories and movements at once. Gynocriticism was extensively, in a knowl-
edgeable way, explored by Biljana Dojčinović in her Ginokritika38 in 
1993, which, however, is already beyond the scope of this investigation. 
Before that, Ljubiša Rajić offered a concept which combines or brings 
the different approaches under one roof on the pages of the journal 
Republika: “istraživanja ženskog pisma”, that is the research of women’s 
writing/feminine writing/écriture féminine.39 As another forerunner, 
Ljiljana Gjurgjan read Virginia Woolf through Gilbert and Gubar’s The 
Madwoman in the Attic in the same journal issue.40

The feminist theoreticians and artists created pieces of writing and 
visual art that were in agreement about each other’s statements, theory 
and art practice often converged in their attempt to find a lieu for wom-
en’s voice, perspective or subjectivity in the literary and artistic canon. 
Ignoring the difference in the initial stance of the two, inasmuch as gyn-
ocriticism began its search by locating authors and the écriture féminine 
was in search of new possibilities of writing, the new Yugoslav discourse 
explored and offered a framework that revealed the emancipatory aspects 
of both, with the differences strengthening rather than refuting them. 
In the meantime, eventually both gynocriticism and the écriture fémi-
nine refrained from a restricting definition of what constitutes “women’s 
writing”.

During the discussions, the écriture féminine is turned into žensko 
pismo, countering the ideas of ženska književnost [women’s literature] 
and općeljudske emancipacije [general human emancipation]. The femi-
nist content and intention of the concept écriture féminine is necessary 
to ensure the dissent in these discussions, whereas it is the Yugoslav fem-
inist interpretation which endows it with an explicit political potential. 
The state contribution to women’s emancipation, similarly to what we 
have seen in the previous chapter, included the support and encourage-
ment of women’s participation in the intellectual and artistic sphere, in 
this case again, as part of the općeljudske emancipacije. In Žena, an arti-
cle from 1981 about Slovenian women’s poetry enthusiastically heralded 
that after the partisan revolution, Slovenian poetry opened up towards 
women’s perspective on the world and therefore literary creativity was 
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no longer a male privilege. However, follows the argument, with the 
achievement of women’s equality even in the field of literature, there is 
no need for a specific man’s or woman’s perspective any more, literature 
can return to speak about the generally human again: “[t]he question 
of women’s lyric poetry and women’s art is becoming principally the 
question of lyric poetry and art, and not of women”.41 In art and liter-
ature, as in society, politics and academia too, women’s perspective and 
women’s needs are subsumed under the generally human. This is a result 
of the same post-feminist strategies which the state applies in each case, 
using the claims of general human emancipation and the revolutionary 
change in society to silence women’s demands formulated through fem-
inism.42 In the case of literature, moreover, the state’s ideological frame 
is mutually supportive (or permissive) with the formalist-structuralist 
schools of literary theory present in Yugoslav academia, which opposed 
the biographical-referential reading of literary texts. This view of liter-
ature perceives feminist approaches as promoting precisely referentiality 
and a biographical reading of texts. Therefore, the referential approach 
and the formalist approach share a platform when it comes to feminist 
approaches to literature.

Marxian Thought from the Žensko Pismo to Feminism

In the spirit of the time, without necessarily being systematically aware of 
differences between the various feminist approaches to art and literature, 
Rada Iveković published an essay in 1979 investigating the possibilities 
of women’s creativity.43 This text is relevant not only because it is among 
the first publications about women’s creativity and women writing, but 
also, following in the tracks of Luce Irigaray, for its successful combina-
tion of Marxian ideas and French post-structuralist feminism, as well as 
for delineating issues that are crucial for the further discussions of art, lit-
erature and feminism. Before the discussion of Anglo-American gynocrit-
icism and the French ideas of the écriture féminine, in this text Iveković 
depicts the framework of the division between the two, in her call to stop 
searching for the “missing women” and the urge to start an investiga-
tion of what “women’s creativity” means. The text delineates what we 
call today écriture féminine, based on source texts which conceptualise 
it. Iveković suggested focusing on the emancipatory element in wom-
en’s creativity: not only in art, literature or academia, but in society too. 
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The text, in its argumentation, takes inspiration from a broad spectrum 
of authors, mostly following the trajectory of the critical reinterpretation 
of Marx by Irigaray.44 Iveković looks at the sources of women’s oppres-
sion and the way work is distributed within society: the trivial, repetitive, 
therefore meaningless work is domestic work, performed by women. 
However, asks Iveković, “isn’t this [despised, repetitive techniques of 
work] despised because the one who uses it [performs it] is despised, is 
woman?” (142).

Through the example of two textile artists, Milica Zorić and Jagoda 
Buić, Iveković directs the reader’s attention to the potential to “revert 
the situation” (142). Both of these women artists work with textile, 
while their work is rather different: the tapestries of Zorić (1909–1989) 
depict folk themes and often have titles reflecting on folklore traditions, 
while Buić, who was born two decades later (in 1930) started her career 
as a costume and stage designer. Her monumental textile installations, 
with which she immediately got into the circulation of the contempo-
rary art market when she showed it at the Lausanne Biennial of Textile 
Art in 1965, were inspired by her past in stage design. Both women, in 
their own ways, use the traditionally female work of weaving in their art. 
In discovering what I would call today “subversive potential” in wom-
en’s work, Iveković is inspired by Marx’s “A contribution to the critique 
of Hegel’s philosophy of right”, whereas in the discovery of the role of 
the mystified and hysterical for women’s expression, she reads Irigaray’s 
Speculum de l’autre femme and Ce sexe qui n’en est pas un.45 The other 
Marxian influence in Iveković’s text is the statement that women’s 
oppression by men is not a conscious “evil” act of men, neither is it a 
coincidental correlation, rather, it is “historical necessity [arising from] 
all class based and other inequalities” (144). In the explorations of the 
results of women’s oppression, she relies on Irigaray: in the men’s world, 
a woman is left to the role of the image in the mirror, “a woman is what 
is not, her history is empty history, non-history, the history of the other, 
a history of power of which she is excluded” (143).46 When women have 
no language, they shall try what Milica Zorić and Jagoda Buić and oth-
ers achieve in their visual artistic work: “to start speaking through (their 
own) technique, however superseded, conquered, manufactured, uti-
lised, subjugated” (145).

While offering a path of women’s emancipation through Irigaray’s 
theory, Iveković urges turning the critique of language into the critique 
of the class-based, patriarchal language together with the class-based and 
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patriarchal society. In her analysis, woman is not only excluded from lan-
guage, literature, philosophy (or art), the question is not only how she 
enters these spheres, but also how woman turns into an active member 
of society and how she changes that society. That is, women’s agency 
through changing their own situation in a culture (society), with another 
expression from the French post-structuralist feminists, is a phallocratic 
culture (146).47 Through becoming an artist, or through employment 
outside the household, woman becomes a creator of her own life [krea-
torka vlastitog života]. The closure of the first text in the new Yugoslav 
feminist corpus, working around what later returns as the écriture fémi-
nine, intertwines the political with the artistic and the academic, as well 
as with the personal. In my reading, this shows that there is always an 
already political in the concept of the écriture féminine, ensured by its 
subversive potential, easily discovered through a Marxian reading of 
Irigaray’s philosophy which itself was inspired by Marx.

In this early essay, Iveković speaks about two crucial concepts, without 
naming them: écriture féminine and feminism. In the following years, 
there is a growing community of academic women explicitly placing their 
texts into the corpus of other texts, reflecting on the possibilities of femi-
nism in literary and art theory and also the meanings of the écriture fémi-
nine. There are attempts to relate feminism as activism and theory. The 
literary scholar Ingrid Šafranek admitted in a public discussion in 1983, 
organised by the Žena i drustvo group, documented in a special issue 
edited by Slavica Jakobović in the literary journal Republika, that she 
arrived at feminism from the direction of theory. She regretted not hav-
ing known more of the movement before her theoretical fascination and 
was happy when her personal political stance and her theoretical interest 
reached a common ground.48 Šafranek’s thorough text, as well as many 
articles in the special issue of Republika, already reflects on not only 
Irigaray, but also Cixous and Kristeva, the two major authors on the écri-
ture féminine in France at the time. The debate, as it is published here, 
with the participation of Šafranek, Iveković, Jakobović, Vjeran Katunarić 
and Jelena Zuppa, reveals the major lines of concern about the celebra-
tion even of a reinterpreted concept of écriture féminine. The fear of the 
reductionist potential of the concept is expressed (by Ingrid Šafranek), 
together with a criticism of the refusal of Cixous to give a concrete and 
fixed definition of the écriture féminine.

The literary scholar Jelena Zuppa argues that with the avant-garde 
women have started to search for linguistic expressions of their presence in  
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history, and they do so through a search for their own sexuality and imag-
ination.49 Sexuality and the body play a crucial role in all interpretations 
of the écriture feminine, where the body shall be more than “a theme, it 
should be a motivation of writing and a principle of its articulation”, as 
Šafranek explicates a few years later.50 Part of this experience is the detec-
tion of the otherness of our subjectivity, a “new presence of women in the 
written text (and in spoken language), for a new possibility of the symbol-
ism of the female character”.51 This cannot be a pure theoretical language, 
Zuppa adds.52 Zuppa’s protest against over-theorising the concepts also 
directs the reader towards texts she reads as manifestations of the concept, 
therefore what shall come instead of theorising is actual literary examples, 
while her own definition is also based on a thorough reading of authors 
from Simone de Beauvoir to Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous.

The difficulty to define žensko pismo and what it means to talk about 
seduction was investigated by the literary scholar Nada Popović Perišić.53 
The answer, she argued, lies in the fact that “the intellectual language 
today is governed by a moralising imperative, which killed all concepts 
of pleasure. Christian morality, the positivistic, rationalist morale and the 
Marxist ethics unwarrantedly repressed pleasure” (25). It is from this 
direction that the concept of equality is replaced by those of difference 
and otherness, in an attempt to make up for inequality and the oppression 
of those who are other and different. This is why Toril Moi’s interpreta-
tion of the écriture féminine is valid here. Moi claims that the theories by 
Cixous and co. resist the use of the concept of equality seen “as a cov-
ert attempt to force women to become like men”,54 but in their discur-
sive acts they are in fact feminist. Moi writes about Cixous: “according 
to accepted English usage, her indubitable commitment to the struggle 
for women’s liberation in France, as well as her strong critique of patri-
archal modes of thought, make her a feminist”.55 This tension between 
the pressing for equality and the otherness of women, the aesthetic in 
literature and art and the factual nature of biography (from the arts’ per-
spective, at least), pleasure and seduction on the one hand, positivism 
and rationalist morale on the other, takes shape in the tension between 
the concepts of women’s literature and women’s writing. Through the 
reading of the écriture feminine, Popović Perišić is able to see and show 
the similarities between Christian morality, rationalism and Marxist eth-
ics. That is, similarities between the power relations and values in socie-
ties driven by these. Through her observation, Popović Perišić can phrase 
her criticism of the Yugoslav regime.
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Equality, Difference and the Freedom  
of Women and the Freedom of Literature

In the meantime, resisting essentialism in the theories of žensko pismo 
paved the way to a regime critique. Instead of reducing the issue to the 
biological sex of the author, Ingrid Šafranek suggested to look at

works in which the authors are more or less aware of their specificities 
[specifičnosti] – which are not only their sex [spol] – where they register 
their own difference [različitost], not only at the thematic, but also textual 
level, in the effort to frame their position as women-subjects-which-write.56

The contrast between the two approaches is best described by the two 
concepts in the title of the essay, ženska književnost [women’s litera-
ture] and žensko pismo [women’s writing, that is the écriture féminine]. 
The former may refer to anything that was written by women, and is 
therefore an empty category, similarly to the overused concept of žen-
sko pitanje in politics. Moreover, ženska književnost undergoes semantic 
devaluation and is used with reference to an inferior type of literature, 
written by women and for women and which in the binary system of val-
ues is therefore the opposite of the important, serious, artistically rele-
vant literature written by men.

Šafranek detects that not all women write “in women’s gender” [u 
ženskom rodu], which is a sign of the fact that women are “so embedded 
into the ‘male’ culture, language and society […] that instead of express-
ing and valorising their difference, all until a few days ago, it seemed to 
them more important to prove their ‘equality’”.57 Žensko pismo supports 
women’s difference, instead of “equality”; “equality” [jednakost] mean-
ing women’s emancipation on the surface or on the level of propaganda 
and laws that are not observed in practice. This is in the sense of wom-
en’s sameness, their uniformity with men; by reproducing the binaries, 
“equality” always implies the subordination of “women’s” to “men’s”, 
of the feminine qualities to the masculine ones, whereas žensko pismo 
urges women to experience and express their subjectivity. Whether or 
not there is this difference, the Yugoslav authors not only did not agree, 
they also pointed out rather meticulously in their fresh reading experi-
ence of Cixous, Kristeva, Irigaray, as well as Beatrice Didier, Rosa Rossi 
and Elisabetta Rasy,58 the contradictions in the writing of the individual 
authors.
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While thinking of the žensko pismo, reviewing the current feminist 
approaches to women and literature, Vesna Kesić provides a definition of 
a desirable feminist literature. Through her formulation of the absence of 
certain types of authors, she exactly envisions what by time became part 
of a local discourse and therefore a local canon:

We do not have a single brave spiritual leader like Erica Jong […] neither 
a pamphleteer like Esther Vilar, neither someone like Elaine Morgan, who 
would, from a woman’s perspective, discuss the existing ‘male’ (since they 
were created by men, so their mark unavoidably remains there) sociolog-
ical and anthropological theories about the origin and the history of the 
world and humanity.59

She points towards the possibility of a reconstructed canon in a com-
ment in brackets: “something similar we had in the previous century  
in the Illyrian Dragojla Jarnević”. Jarnević (1812–1875) was a prolific 
writer and poet in nineteenth-century Croatia, dedicated to the pan-
South Slavist national cause embraced by Croatian intellectuals. Due 
to her criticism of patriarchy and since she stood up for women’s rights 
and found a way to write about women’s sexuality and desire, the new 
Yugoslav feminists were fascinated by her as a potential foremother, 
and she became a crucial figure for feminists in the 2000s. The search 
for foremothers was pursued by other feminist scholars at the time 
Kesić wrote her essay. Other authors therefore reconstructed impor-
tant elements of the oeuvres of not only Dragojla Jarnević, but the 
Early Modern poetess Cvijeta Zuzorić (1552–1648) who lived most of 
her life in Dubrovnik and Italy, the popular Croatian author Ivana Brlić 
Mažunarić (1874–1938) mostly known for her children’s books, the 
Serbian writer and scholar Isidora Sekulić (1877–1958)60 and the writer 
and translator Zdenka Marković (1884–1974).61 These reconstruc-
tive efforts of a Yugoslav women’s literary canon happened alongside 
the discussions and analyses of the work of Virginia Woolf, Marguerite 
Duras, Chantal Chawaf, Sylvia Plath, Doris Lessing, Marina Tsvetaeva 
(Cvetajeva), Marguerite Yourcenar in Žena, Republika and Delo.

The beginnings of a writing of women’s literary history and the con-
cept of žensko pismo are broadened by Anglo-American linguistic texts, 
approaching the relationship between women and language mostly from 
the direction of linguistics, preliminarily semantics and sociolinguistics. 
Relying on the work of Robin Lakoff and the authors Casey Miller and 
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Kate Swift, there are descriptive analyses on the differences in the lan-
guage use of women.62 The research on language use is presented parallel 
with žensko pismo and often complemented by writings from the field of 
social sciences, such as Despot’s work on women and self-management 
and Jasna Tkalec’s piece on patriarchy and marriage63 (see Chapter 2).  
The social position and reality of women authors and artists are not left 
out of consideration either: on the pages of Žena, on can read about 
the sociological research of Marina Blagojević, presenting the results of 
research on 100 students and 100 artists. This work is continued from 
a more contemporary perspective in the work of Jasenka Kodrnja, in her 
doctoral dissertation published in 2000.64

Practising Creativity as a Woman,  
Writing Feminism, Writing the Sisterhood

Already before the new feminism in Yugoslavia, artistic work like 
Danilo Kiš’s novel, Mansarda (1962), Dušan Makavejev’s film, W.R.: 
Mysteries of Organism (1971), Želimir Žilnik’s Rani radovi (1969), 
Raša Todosijević’s video installation, Was ist Kunst? (1978) raised 
doubts about whether women’s emancipation and the ideology around 
it were indeed a success.65 These works mostly scratched the surface 
of the matter if there was something wrong with gender equality in 
Yugoslavia, through various strategies of representing female characters 
and investigating their influence on the course of events. It was art and 
literature emerging parallel with the new feminism, the two often in 
dialogue with each other, which could eventually provide more com-
plex answers and pose more complex questions. Works ranged from the 
search for women in Yugoslav art and literary history to an investiga-
tion of the possibilities of women’s creativity, questions which were also 
raised by theory at around this time. In this subchapter, I focus on a 
selection of works by Sanja Iveković, Irena Vrkljan, Slavenka Drakulić 
and Dubravka Ugrešić in relation to the theoretical discussions analysed 
above.

The young visual artist, Sanja Iveković, prepared a provocative 
montage, a technique often employed by her, with the title Women in 
Art—žene u jugoslavenskoj umjetnosti [Women in Yugoslav Art] in 
1975. The montage, which has not been exhibited up to now but has 
often appeared in catalogues of the artists’ work,66 consists of two parts. 
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The first is a selection of photo-portraits from the art magazine Flash 
Art, of contemporary women artists from all over the world, includ-
ing Katharina Sieverding and Ulrike Rosenbach. These are the Women 
in Art with capital letters. The other is a set of drawings, ink on paper, 
of women with schematic, but different, faces made by the artist. The 
drawings are the handwritten žene u jugoslavenskoj umjetnosti, “jugo-
slavenskoj” written with shaky children’s handwriting, in tiny letters. The 
small letters in the title and the even smaller script in the title drawn on 
the piece itself enhance the striking contrast between a new, rich pool 
of women artists coming up elsewhere and the poor situation the artist 
faces in Yugoslavia. Iveković, an artist trained in Zagreb but also active 
in Belgrade, and exhibiting internationally from a very early stage of her 
career, in her recollections of the time often confirms her experience of a 
male-dominated art scene.

The montage and the disappointment reflected in the childish writ-
ing and simple drawings present us with an artist aware of the difficul-
ties of her position. By the act of making the drawing, she formulates 
her own position, which is a position of quest and precariousness, but 
still, a position. This is what Joan W. Scott describes as an interaction 
between creating a subjectivity through “discursive processes – episte-
mologies, institutions, and practices”.67 It confronts the optimistic arti-
cles in the journal Žena about women artists and writers in Yugoslavia 
and the re-canonising attempts of art and literary theorists in Yugoslavia 
and in the West. It also resonates with the endeavours of important 
internationally known artists, such as Mary Beth Edelman and her Some 
Living American Women Artists (1972), a collage using Leonardo da 
Vinci’s The Last Supper and replacing the faces with portraits of contem-
porary women artists, in a similar manner as does Iveković in Women in 
Art. Iveković continued her work with reflections on her gender and her 
body, and her Women in Art—žene u jugoslavenskoj umjetnosti functions 
as a metaphor for this subchapter, as it reflects on the role of the artist 
as a woman and represents the need for a community of women artists, 
where, in the meantime, each one of the members of the groups remains 
an individual, with a name.

Another early work by Sanja Iveković, Structure, is a photo- 
collage of 10 photographs of women, repeated 10 times and arranged as 
a 10 × 10 crossword. The photographs are matched with 10 sentences, 
typical slogans for women in the tabloid press: “Completely unknown 
just a year ago”, “Still waiting for her master’s return”, “Her life is filled 
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with suffering”, “She will try to become a mother”, “She learned how to 
become good-looking”, etc. The images and the texts can be read into 
each other by the viewer, as if they were organised along two axes. There 
is a reaction to formalism here, the piece speaks the language of Roman 
Jakobson, as if the “poetic function projects the principle of equiv-
alence from the axis of selection onto the axis of combination”.68 The 
work in question, however, has a political overtone and is a response to 
Iveković’s male fellow artists who produced structuralist art in the form 
of the so-called analytical painting, a type of conceptualism, “a work type 
that was seen as ‘radical’ and ‘intellectual’ by contemporary audiences. 
This is where Iveković marks herself apart from most of her male peers: 
in her ability to demystify, to be simultaneously seriously engaged and 
tongue-in-cheek, to show empathy but also ‘to give the finger’ to her 
own artistic milieu”.69

Personality and gender, together with other social determinants of 
an artist’s position almost unavoidably lead women artists and writers 
towards the biographical. Autobiographies and the biographies of other 
women often appear via one another. The Bakhtinian concept of heter-
oglossia, as well as an interplay of personal and authorial voices as described 
by Susan Sniader Lanser, may apply here. This technique of sympatheti-
cally reflecting on the lives and fates of other women through one’s own 
story I call the writing of sisterhood. Differently from the écriture féminine, 
which focuses on the self and one’s own body, while reflects on the lack of 
a coherent self, this technique relies on personal narration with a strong 
narrative “I”, which, in the meantime, using its authorial faculties, bor-
rows voices and lives of other women to create a polyphonic narrative. 
Irena Vrkljan’s early trilogy is the best example of writing the sisterhood I 
have found in the Yugoslav context, while the technique is obviously not 
an exclusively Yugoslav phenomenon. One of its best examples from the 
feminist literature of the 1970s may be Marilyn French’s Women’s Room, 
with sources of inspiration from Dostoyevsky to Faulkner. What makes 
this type of writing particular and different from a heteroglossic novel 
is the tone and the approach to its characters. The dominant authorial- 
personal narrative voice is sympathetic towards the women whose voices 
the text represents and critical towards patriarchy. This critical approach to 
patriarchy is based on both the social experience of women and the modes 
of representation of women in canonised, patriarchal art.

Irena Vrkljan, who began and established her career as a poet, was 
already living in Berlin, more precisely, sharing her time between Berlin 
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and Zagreb, when she published the first part of her trilogy, with the title  
Svila, škare [The Silk, the Shears] in 1984. The novels are written in a 
subtle and carefully woven, poetic language, sharing several elements of 
Vrkljan’s own biography. Vrkljan builds up a narrative, which is highly 
personal, while using various narrative techniques to give voice to other 
women’s experience: in the first book, it is the mother and the sisters of 
the narrator present with an emphatic role, in the second book, Marina, 
ili o biografiji [Marina, or about Biography], it is the Russian poet Marina 
Tsvetaeva (Cvetajeva),70 in the third, the actress Dora.71 The mother and 
the sisters of Svila, škare are shown through the narrative of the first- 
person narrator, who writes about her childhood spent in abandonment, 
with a subordinated mother and a tyrannical father, and two younger twin 
sisters. The places in the narration are the stations of the narrator’s life and 
career as a poet, from Saint Sava street (Savska ulica) in Belgrade through 
Istria and Zagreb to Berlin.72 The autobiographic personal-authorial nar-
ration is shared with the twin sisters through their letters. The sisters,  
Nada and Vera grew up in the same oppressive family, and until their voice 
gains space in the narrative, the reader sees them only through the lenses 
of the narrator. They are either more privileged from the perspective of 
the older sibling, or with even less agency over their fates than their older 
sister who, because of her age and courage, left the family house early in 
her adulthood.

The first book is dedicated to “Virginia Woolf. Charlotte Salomon. 
Women, who wish to flee from childhood. The call of false submissive-
ness. For anger. And for recollection”.73 The evocation of these crea-
tive foremothers finds a deeper fulfilment in the middle novel, choosing 
Marina Tsvetaeva as a foremother to the writer-narrator. Marina, or 
About Biography, uses both the biography and the writings of the 
Russian poet as guest texts in the narration. The narrator makes the 
reader feel Tsvetaeva’s feelings through the feelings of the narrator her-
self, a double mirror of the pain these women felt. It is in this middle 
novel that Vrkljan poses a self-reflectively ars poetic question, addressed 
to Marina:

Is there any way of seeking? A woman, women, the world in my head?
Our happiness in splinters, Marina, that life afterward. Shreds, of 

rationality, of discovery.
We are composed also of lives that have passed. With this realization 

it is possible to fly away from here, from this grey zone of Berlin. It is 
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possible to move along other roads, to stand behind the low fences of a 
suburb of Prague or in Meudon (the sounds of planes and cars here imme-
diately retreat), it is possible calmly to accept predicted losses. And so take 
up residence in the imagined. Because we must live somewhere.74

The women “in the head” of the narrator create the world of the trilogy, 
where the narrator herself indeed finds herself and her characters, women 
she reads and women who read her. The narrator grows up with a sense 
of being an orphan throughout her childhood, despite the presence of 
her biological parents; she finds a community of women “in her head”, 
or rather, through writing them into her life.

Vrkljan herself became a foremother of a generation of women writ-
ers after her. The next author to be analysed here, whose writings are 
characterised by a different style and language, Slavenka Drakulić, con-
siders Vrkljan as an example for her own writing. Drakulić’s literary 
language is closer to her journalistic writing, with sharp remarks about 
details and precise but short descriptions of characters. Besides her 
important book of essays Smrtni grijesi feminizma [The Mortal Sins of 
Feminism] and her work for the weeklies Start and NIN, which are dis-
cussed in the other chapters of this book, she published two novels in 
the late 1980s.75 Both novels are interwoven not only with the theme 
of female creativity, but also with the social and artistic position of the 
female body and the complexity in the role of motherhood. Motherhood 
is central in her second novel, Mramorna koža [Marble Skin], which will 
be discussed later in this chapter. Marble Skin evolves around the story 
of a sculptor and her mother, and approaches female creativity through 
the sculpting work of the daughter. In this novel, their relationship, 
the matter of language and the creativity of the narrator are indivisibly 
intertwined. The first novel, Hologrami straha [Holograms of Fear], is 
the story of a woman, a first-person narrator of Lanser’s personal narra-
tive, who has to face a kidney transplant. The author/narrator tells her 
story from the bed in the hospital, where she is lying alone, her family 
far away.76 In her vulnerable position she is thinking about her mother 
and her own almost grown-up daughter, her best friend who committed 
suicide, her childhood, her family, while other women appear around her 
as moral and emotional support. This, in Jasmina Lukić’s interpretation, 
signals “the narrator’s awareness of belonging to the female world”,77  
and it is this particular style of writing which I would again call the writ-
ing of the sisterhood. Sisterhood as a concept is another metaphor, this 
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time of the feminist movements, coming rather from the activist lan-
guage and standing for solidarity among women. Drakulić’s writing is 
more that of the reporter’s, the inner monologues are presented through 
the often objective lens of the narrator. In comparison with Vrkljan’s tril-
ogy, which is more of a poetic dialogue between women who have paral-
lel histories, Drakulić creates a polyphony of female voices.

The writings of Dubravka Ugrešić are also in search of the ways 
one as a woman can write, and while both her work and her position 
in the feminist groups differ from the two previous authors, she shares 
their reflexivity on women’s issues and in particular on the gender of 
the author. Her approach is experimental and playful at the same time, 
best represented by her short novel (or “patchwork novel”) Štefica Cvek, 
in the short stories of Život je bajka and in the novel Forsiranje romane 
reke.78 Ugrešić did not participate in the feminist discussion on žensko 
pismo, neither was she a regular participant at the meetings of the Žena 
i društvo group. Her literary interests laid in modernism and literary 
theory, even if not those with a feminist approach: her dissertation was 
written on three Soviet-Russian male authors, Jurij Trifonov, Valentin 
Rasputin and Andrej Bitov, all belonging to the 1970s modernist, 
state-supported stream of prose of the Soviet Union.79 Women’s issues 
evolve in her fiction writing, and probably this leads her to the publi-
cation of an article, presenting the work of the Russian writer Ludmila 
Petrushevskaya [Ljudmila Petruševska]. Ugrešić develops a term for 
Petrushevskaya’s writing, calling it “a paradigmatic women’s prose”. In 
the argument, this is a first-person narrative close to the Russian skaz, 
a mode of narration basically characterised by the presence of a narra-
tive consciousness, while thematically this new women’s prose is limited 
to the everyday life of women.80 This “paradigmatic women’s prose” 
returns in more of her own works of fiction too. The everyday, the trivial 
are just as important in Ugrešić’s early writing as is the magical and the 
problematisation of matters from literary theory. The texts of Ugrešić tell 
of a deep and broad knowledge of literary theory and sometimes puz-
zlingly read like examples of a perfect textbook. The fascination of her 
texts lies in how she is able to make the reader aware that the gender of 
the author does matter and the strategies to achieve this awareness. While 
the previously discussed two authors often rely on the personal narration 
to direct the attention to the gender of the voices, Ugrešić, the author’s 
figure is most often subject to the literary game of the text, through 
problematising the fictional space and boundaries of the fictive.
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Ugrešić’s first books are full of intertextual references. Many of 
these pave the way for feminist readings, like the recurrent allusions to 
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Madame Bovary (both in Štefica and 
Forsiranje). She incorporates elements of popular culture from fairy tales 
to fashion magazines into her writing. We should keep in mind that pop-
ular media and culture are both medium and theme of the Žena i društvo 
group: several feminist authors published critical texts on mass culture, 
especially that addressing primarily women, like magazines or the trivial 
romance81 (see Chapter 4). Ugrešić contributes to the debates about the 
role of popular culture and trivial romance in women’s life and the way 
it should be evaluated in her novel Štefica Cvek u raljama života [Steffie 
Speck in the Jaws of Life]. Štefica is a pastiche of the trivial romance, with a  
two-level narration: we have a first-person self-conscious narrator who is 
herself an author and who wants to write a novel. Our narrator receives 
ideas and advice from friends, family (her mother and the friends of the 
mother), colleagues and acquaintances, which turn more and more into 
demands impossible to fulfil. Based on the demands of future readers, she 
decides to write for women, and since for women one writes romantic 
stories, the author-narrator begins writing the romance of Štefica Cvek, a 
young unhappy typist. The second level of the narration, therefore, tells 
the story of Štefica Cvek in third-person. The hopeless heroine is look-
ing for advice from among her friends and in popular women’s maga-
zines for her problems of how to be pretty, successful and most crucially, 
how to catch a husband. While the author/narrator often resists the cli-
chés prescribed by the rules of the trivial genre and often points out the 
low value in women’s popular literature, she has a sympathetic voice for 
her heroine. She often addresses her and in their imaginary dialogues the 
author-narrator attempts to fulfil Štefica’s dreams of becoming the ideal 
woman of the magazines, who is pretty, successful and marries well.

This author-narrator is the author of an obviously postmodernist text 
claiming a place in the literary canon, even though the references are to 
male authors: Flaubert, Shakespeare, Bruno Schulz. Although for Štefica, 
Shakespeare as well as a contemporary art exhibition is just as useless as 
are the women’s magazines, these all offer her something unachievable. 
Besides the sympathy of the author-narrator towards Štefica, she also 
makes a stand for the readers of the trivial, those women and genres that 
are pushed to the margins of the same canon. Eventually, the central char-
acter, the “real heroine” of the book is the narrator-author herself. It is 
her mind that the reader is continuously allowed to look into and it is her  
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struggles with the “feminine” genre, the trivial romance, which the 
reader follows from the first ideas till the finished text. It is on the pages 
of Štefica that Ugrešić creates other female voices, who then influence the 
narrative, either as characters who give comments to the author-narrator 
about how to write, or as the friends of Štefica telling her how to live. 
The friends of Štefica, the relatives and friends at the author-narrator’s 
mother’s house are like a women’s choir, like women singing Balkans folk 
songs.82 It is again a different, however, still powerful approach to the 
writing of the sisterhood.

Beyond the investigation of the possibilities with a male or female 
narrator or implied author, Ugrešić’s stories often make fun of the fixed 
roles of masculinity and the manifestations of patriarchal power. Many 
of the male characters are punished or caricatured, like in the pastiche of 
Gogol’s The Nose, the lost body part is the penis of a man, who we learn 
is a womaniser. The problematic nature of patriarchy and its influence 
on literature takes shape in meta-conflicts between authors, like in the 
short story Lend Me Your Character, and peaks in the story of the novel 
Fording the Stream-of-Consciousness. The three dysfunctional men (the 
Truck Driver, the He-Man, the Intellectual) in Štefica Cvek fit this frame-
work too. Ugrešić uses the absurd and the grotesque to take revenge on 
those male characters (written by male authors like the character in Lend 
Me and Forging) who embody the common heroes of canonised Western 
literature and who abandon, cheat on and steal from the female char-
acters. Ugrešić uses a conscious voice about her own narration, which 
goes beyond the self-conscious narrator in the sense of Wayne C. Booth, 
and by adding an extra, meta-level to her narratives, she always already 
produces an interpretative frame to the next level of the narrative. This 
technique foregoes the text’s literary analysis and inscribes her reception 
of her own writing.

As opposed to the novel, which refrains from references to the exist-
ing political context, the film made of the novel becomes overtly critical 
of the regime. Directed by Rajko Grlić, the script was written by him and 
Ugrešić, and the film was first broadcast as a television mini series of 3 
episodes and then was turned into a movie. In order to keep the generic 
autoreferences, the plot was changed from the writing of a novel into the 
making of a film, the main character not being a writer-narrator, but a 
film director. The cast of characters is complemented by a boyfriend for 
the main character, Dunja, who is a television literary critic and in his 
show subserviently bashes new, critical art not following the party line. 
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Dunja is annoyed by the parvenu attitude of her boyfriend and breaks 
up with him, as their faltering relationship culminates around the boy-
friend’s cynicism about Dunja’s movie (about Štefica Cvek, the unhappy 
typist in search of happiness) and his review of a book he has not even 
read but which he discards. The aspects of gender, high and popular 
culture and dissent are smartly combined with the introduction of the 
boyfriend’s character. The production of the film, as well as its broad-
cast on state television meant that the movie was supported by the state, 
the state which is then criticised in the film. Even though Durbravka 
Ugrešić, in 2012 in our talk for this book, said that she did not like the 
result of the movie production. Still, the film connects the writing of 
Ugrešić and through her, the feminist discussions of women’s creativity 
to mainstream media as well as the critical filmmakers of the time, while 
it indeed has a different atmosphere and takes the story of Štefica more 
towards the grotesque and less the sympathetic, taking away much of the 
most important innovative aspects of Ugrešić’s original text.

The reception of Ugrešić’s writing by the feminist literary community 
was not unanimously enthusiastic. Ugrešić herself, as we can already see 
in her literary interests, was not a regular member of the Žena i društvo 
group. When we talked about her experience of the time, the way she 
remembers she thought it was a good thing that it existed, sometimes 
she visited their events, but she did not find it important from the per-
spective of her own work. Writing about writing, creating art about 
women’s creativity is, however, not the only way of working on feminist 
issues, questioning the status quo of patriarchy or the legitimacy of the 
state-socialist regime. Reflections on women’s writing and women’s cre-
ativity oftentimes involve reflection on motherhood, femininity, beauty 
and the body.

Motherhood and/in Writing

Motherhood is one of the recurrent tropes of the discussions of žen-
sko pismo and women’s creativity in general. The concept is addressed 
and discussed in many works from art through literature to sociology, 
a popular theme offering new approaches to one of the most contested 
issues of the new feminism emerging in the 1960s. However, it is not 
only feminism that shows a keen interest in the topic: looking at the 
socio-politico background of the discussion, we see that the reform of 
childcare was a major concern of the Yugoslav state, which necessarily 
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meant a reconceptualisation of mothering. As the articles in the journal 
Žena or the health advice books I analyse in Chapter 5 show, however, 
the state still imagined women primarily as mothers, which view neces-
sarily brought along a rather traditional representation of motherhood 
as a concept, a significant departure from the writings of such charis-
matic figures of the feminist thinkers of the early socialist movement as 
Clara Zetkin and Aleksandra Kollontai. The Yugoslav feminists, recog-
nising the importance of mothering and motherhood for the feminist 
movement, worked towards a critical reinterpretation of these concepts. 
The theme of motherhood remains in the centre of feminist interest 
in the post-Yugoslav space after 1991, as the edited volumes of Biljana 
Dojčinović (2001) and Ana Vilenica (2013) show.83 Besides the social 
sciences and feminist theory, it was in artworks where women in and 
around the new feminist group in Yugoslavia explored the ambiguities in 
the relationship between motherhood and feminism.

The theme of mothers and daughters has been structuring the his-
tory of feminism since the beginning of such histories. The ambiguity 
arises from the tension between how we interpret sisterhood: as a gen-
erational solidarity or as the solidarity of all women with all women, 
and what Christine Stansell sees as the alternating streams of radicalism 
and traditionalism of feminist movements in the USA.84 Looking at the  
biographies of the new Yugoslav feminists, their mothers’ generation 
is that of the partisan women, those women who represented the first 
self-emancipated socialist generation and the success of women’s emanci-
pation during state socialism. At the same time, it was exactly the prom-
ise of emancipation that the new Yugoslav feminists claimed to have 
remained only a promise, despite the efforts of the partisan women and 
the statements of the state. Their way of looking at motherhood got even 
more complex as many of the Žena i društvo group members themselves 
became mothers, making mothering personally important. Besides the 
clash with the mothers’ generation of partisan women, the personal expe-
rience of motherhood involving the experience with the health care system 
and medicalised birth (which I discuss in detail in Chapter 5), the issues 
around reproductive rights, there was also the ambiguity of the maternal 
body, countering the image of the sexualised female body. The interview 
with Élisabeth Badinter, the author of the taboo-breaking book ques-
tioning the myth of the motherly instinct, was on the front page of the 
popular Yugoslav magazine Start.85 A mother herself already at the time, 
Drakulić prepared interviews with Élisabeth Badinter and Erica Jong,  
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one of the most popular feminist writers in the USA at the time, who not 
only wrote about the explorations of women’s femininity, but also about 
her relationship with her own mother and her own motherhood. At the 
very same time, feminism of the time was fighting for women’s right to 
determine their individual way of mothering. The metaphor of mother-
hood and birth as creativity was reinterpreted and mapped in order to 
question the small numbers of women in art and literature, while the very 
search for the artistic foremothers also related to a sense of (inter)genera-
tionality of the new feminism.

There is another contested concept in the midst of the discussion 
of motherhood. “Matriarchy is a myth”, writes Rada Iveković in her 
article about women’s creativity. In this article, her strong claim stands 
in opposition to the fantasy of a matriarchy (often confused with fem-
inism) that existed before, elsewhere. It is important to look at her 
argument and the political stakes behind it: to talk about this poten-
tially previously existing matriarchy easily leads to a denial of women’s 
subordination by implying that it is women who are in power in fact. 
In the meantime, the thought that there were alternatives to patriarchy 
has an empowering feminist potential. Iveković resists the essentialisa-
tion and reductionism behind the concept of matriarchy, but she does 
not dismiss the concept of motherhood in the discussions about fem-
ininity and creativity: “Woman as a category is created through birth 
giving”, while birth giving, in another metaphor, is conceived as crea-
tivity.86 This idea returns in the book of Nada Popović Perišić, a literary 
scholar who was an expert of the latest trends of postmodern theories 
of motherhood, quoting Roland Barthes’s “all writing is abortion and 
birth giving”.87 She, however, turns the metaphor around: “Women’s 
writing gives birth to writing. […] The woman has to write herself: 
that the woman writes about the woman, and calls women to write”.88 
Both Popović Perišić and Branka Arsić analyse Julia Kristeva’s texts 
on motherhood and creativity,89 Kristeva’s famous essay, Héretique 
l’amour, appeared in translation in the žensko pismo issue of the journal 
Republika in 1983.90 The ambiguity of motherhood and writing pro-
vides more space to think about women’s creativity. Ingrid Šafranek, 
while investigating the possibilities of žensko pismo, also emphasised the 
importance of mothers and the relationships of mothers and daughters. 
Šafranek criticised the way psychoanalysis turns motherhood into some-
thing “occult”, probably in fear of a “recreation of a matriarchy”.91 She 
was not alone in her critique: the critical psychology from a feminist 
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angle, as practised by Vera Smiljanić and Lepa Mlađenović, as well as 
the workshops of Sofija Trivunac and her advice section in the women’s 
magazine Bazar, made important contributions to the critical reassess-
ment of the concept (see Chapter 5).

As a literary contribution to these discussions, Slavenka Drakulić’s 
second work of fiction, Marble Skin revolves around a mother–daughter 
relationship. The daughter, the narrator of the novel, is a sculptor. She 
usually uses clay or wood for her work, except when she makes marble 
sculptures of female nudes made after her own mother’s body. From the 
narration slowly unfolds the difficult relationship between the mother 
and the daughter, characterised by silence, the impossibility for them to 
connect through language and by the taboo of the body, making even 
intimacy between mother and daughter impossible. The appearance of a 
man in the mother’s life escalates the tension, culminating when the man 
starts an incestuous affair with the then adolescent narrator, behind the 
back of the mother. When, at the beginning of the narrative, the daugh-
ter meets the mother after a long time, the mother is ill and confined 
to bed, her illness and passivity opening more space for the narrator to 
contemplate their relationship. The book begins with a question, posed 
by the narrator to herself, when she talks to a critic about her sculp-
tures depicting the mother: “How could I tell her, how could I make 
her understand with words, what a woman’s body is?”92 It is the words 
she lacks and the marble she chooses, so that with the help of the sculp-
tures with “marble skin” and hollow space inside she enters into dia-
logue with her mother. Like the illness in Holograms, so the profession 
of the daughter in this novel ensures a more conscious awareness of the 
character of her own body. The body, sexuality and the maternal is how 
écriture féminine is circumscribed. Drakulić attempts to access through 
language the feelings and tensions her women narrators and characters 
experience.

The search for, and creation of, a new female subjectivity is present 
in the only pre-war fictional work of Rada Iveković, the novel Sporost–
oporost. In the book, the reader encounters another mother–daughter 
relation with all its complicities, told from the daughter’s perspective, 
where the father stands for the authoritarian patriarchy. Iveković explores 
the ways in which one starts speaking, “how language comes to being”93 
and how the relationship between mother and daughter alters when in 
the narrative and through language it is the mother who is given birth to 
by the daughter’s writing. In the early pages of the novel we read:
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There is something I am not certain of: if I came to being from you, in 
a moment when fissure has not yet separated our pains, which one of us 
gives this original scream, with the shriek of horror, with this howl of life 
in face of the misgiving death? Who is the mother of whom then?94

Iveković’s novel closely experiments with the issues in the theoretical 
investigations of the écriture féminine. The moment of birth is a moment 
of a cry or shriek, of gaining voice, in becoming and in separation. A 
mother is born, a baby is born, and then the daughter through writing 
recreates the mother, and through writing recreated herself as a subject 
and created herself as a mother, giving birth to a text. The novel Sporost-
oporost is a manifesto on the side of the oppressed mother and against the 
patriarchal oppression of the father.

The tension between the autonomy of the daughter and the con-
tentious relationship of the parents, where either of them can turn into 
an oppressor, takes a radical, life-and-death shape in one of Marina 
Abramović’s early projects. Marina Abramović is one of those artists, 
who are relevant for this book despite her adamant statements about 
not being a feminist. However, as one of the most famous women art-
ists of our day, who started her career in Belgrade’s SKC, under the 
curatorship of Dunja Blažević and later with the support of Biljana 
Tomić, we need to talk about her work in the context of Yugoslav fem-
inism and art. Her work focused on the body and control, a decon-
struction of control and the limits of endurance and pain, themes 
crucial for several feminist artists as well. Her refusal of feminism is 
phrased through statements which unluckily oversimplify feminism, if 
not even testify to an ignorance of the multi-layered meanings of femi-
nism. These include Abramović’s opinion that “in Yugoslavia, Western 
style feminism never seemed necessary” or “I feel I have to help men”, 
when she is asked about feminism.95 Still, she did participate in group 
exhibitions with a majority of feminist artists like Gina Pane, Iole de 
Freitas, Katharina Sieverding (whom she knew already as guests of the 
SKC in Belgrade),96 and worked not only with Blažević and the other 
feminist curators in Belgrade, but also for example Ursula Krinzinger, 
who apparently was struggling to convince Abramović of the artistic 
potential feminism offered.97

Many of Abramović’s works, especially her early work, stretch the 
boundaries of patriarchy and patriarchal control. She strove towards 
becoming strong as an artist, manifested in the Rhythm series, for 
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example she refused help when she fainted in Rhythm 5 (67–69). The 
focus on equality and cooperation in her work with Ulay, in pieces like 
Breathing In/Breathing Out and their performance of a combination of 
androgyny and sexual organs, is a slap in the face of patriarchal male–
female relations. Despite her denial, there is an aspect of solidarity in 
Role Exchange. The theme of art as commodity and women as commod-
ity is also there in Art Must Be Beautiful. In my reading these works are 
in a strong tension with Abramović’s ardent anti-feminism.

Her biography is consciously built into her oeuvre, through own 
projects, from their departure with Ulay, her partner and co-author for 
many years, walking the Chinese Great Wall to Balkan Baroque and the 
exhibition in 2010 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York (which 
unquestionably made her world famous and where Sanja Iveković exhib-
ited a couple of years later), through interview books and authorised 
monographs. This is how the story of the highly ambivalent relation-
ship between her and her mother is known. Abramović’s mother, Danica 
Rosić Abramović was the director of the Museum of the Revolution 
and Art, a powerful person, if not in the Yugoslav, then in the Belgrade 
museum and gallery scene, who looked at her daughter’s artistic work 
as an embarrassment. Dunja Blažević told me during our discussion that 
Danica Abramović called Blažević when she heard about her daugh-
ter’s project plan of Rhythm 5 and wanted Blažević to talk Abramović 
out of her idea.98 Blažević did not do so. Abramović’s anger about 
maternal control led early in her career to a project draft, which, luckily 
enough, was not realised, but which is described in the documentation 
of Abramović’s life work.

[I]n 1970 she even submitted a proposal to the Galerija Doma Omladine, 
Belgrade for a performance (Untitled Proposal) in which she planned to 
dress in the clothes her mother would have chosen for her to wear and then 
place a gun loaded with one bullet to her temple. For Abramović, this piece 
has two possible endings, one of which ends with the trigger being pulled 
and Abramović presumably dying or at the least sustaining a head wound. 
The alternative ending has the trigger being pulled without fatal or mortal 
consequences, in which case she would redress the way she wanted to dress 
and then go her own way. It is as if ‘she would rather kill herself than be 
bound by the rules of Western civilization.’ (Abramović et al., 1998: 25)99

The mother as a representative of the oppression by civilisation is a tell-
ing metaphor, while the lack of a discussion of the father’s responsibil-
ity signals of one the blank spots in the artist’s work from a feminist 
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perspective, which perspective considers patriarchal oppression systemic 
and takes it as a starting point of its analysis. In this story, both mother 
and daughter betray each other, break the sisterhood they cannot expe-
rience together. To return to Rita Felski’s categories: Abramović’s work 
calls for feminist interpretation, but as we can see, she herself in her 
statements resists feminist politics. If we look at many of the concepts 
and ideas her work evokes and discusses, however, there is an overlap 
with contemporaneous feminist discussions; her personal–professional 
relations also put her closeness to the feminist circles themselves.

Compared to Abramović’s pieces, in the early writings of Dubravka 
Ugrešić, mother characters are the transmitters of a social reality outside 
literature, a reality, which, however, reads and reacts to literature. In the 
play between the narrative levels and the stretching of the boundaries 
between the text and “reality” outside the text, there often is a narrator  
who is an author writing a text, a typical case of a narrative within the 
narrative, which facilitates self-conscious narration. In Štefica Cvek and 
the short story “Lend Me Your Character” Ugrešić adds implied readers 
to her story, who, in the frame narrative, tell the writer-narrator about 
their ideas and demands about the literary text they want to read. In the 
case of Štefica Cvek, one of the implied female readers speaks in the voice 
of the mother of the writer-narrator. The circle is even broader with the 
friends and relatives of the mother in Štefica Cvek, who disagree about 
the way the writer character closes Štefica Cvek’s story: they demand 
a more spectacular and more exciting happy ending, closer to kitsch 
than to the concept of a postmodern intertextual novel full of meta- 
discourses. The writer leaves the scene with tears in her eyes: “I felt 
utterly alone. … I left with a bitter taste in my mouth … I thought … 
about how we are chronically infected by the fairy tale…”.100 As another 
reader resisting a writer’s experimentation with feminist solutions in 
literature, the mother of the writer in “Lend Me Your Character” bursts 
out in tears of despair upon learning that her daughter has a secret schol-
arly project, A Lexicon of Female Literary Characters. These mother 
figures resist the feminist or artistically experimental endeavours of the 
writer-narrator, posing a conflict; however, their representation is serious 
in its playfulness. Ugrešić eases up the generational clash, being ironic 
both about the traditionalism of the mother and about the grandiose 
plans of the writer-narrator about a “real women’s novel” or about the 
lexicon, which, of course, is also self-irony on her behalf. These mothers 
are just as caring and supportive, as they are the symbols of what the 
daughter wants to surpass and change: the patriarchal literary tradition.
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Revolutionising (Through) the Body.  
Issues of Beauty and Femininity

The new assessments of the female body by women and feminist artists 
have three main aspects; that of sexuality and sexual pleasure, that of 
female beauty and the construction of femininity, and that of violence. 
The latter, I discuss in greater detail in the next chapter, pointing out its 
relevant aspects in this part of the book from the perspective of the body 
and beauty. The re-appropriation of the female body, together with the 
re-appropriation of motherhood, was a crucial struggle of the new femi-
nism in the West in the 1970s. These carried a high subversive potential 
vis-à-vis the status quo and while the struggle prevailed in the feminist 
scenes in North America, Western Europe and in Yugoslavia, many art-
ists and writers refused the labels “feminist” or “woman writer/woman 
artist”, even if they experimented with new expressions of femininity and 
female identity, for example as Abramović and Ugrešić do.

As Jasmina Lukić points out, Slavenka Drakulić was the first author 
in Yugoslav literature to have brought female sexuality from a woman’s 
point of view into the discourse.101 In the spirit of her essayistic writ-
ing, which I discuss in the previous and the following chapter, in her 
two early novels, Holograms of Fear and Marble Skin, Drakulić directs 
the attention to the troubled relationship women have with their bod-
ies, shaped through expectations, discipline and violence, but which is 
also a surface of desire and appreciation. In her writing, women do not 
accept with ease the objectification of their bodies, posing a “long war of 
the naked Venus”.102 The trope is one well characterising her work and 
the contemporary women’s art scene: the naked Venus, similarly to Sofija 
Trivunac’s walking caryatid,103 is demanding her moment and her space 
in art history. These bodies often bear a resemblance to the Venuses 
and caryatides of the male artists in their appearance, but not in their 
behaviour. They scream (Katalin Ladik in her performances that experi-
ment with the female body), they speak of their orgasm and their lack of 
orgasm (Vlasta Delimar in her performance Jebanje je tužno [Fucking is 
sad]), they pretend to masturbate (Sanja Iveković in Trokut) or they lie 
down in the middle of a fire circle and consciously test the limits of pain, 
and actually, survival (Abramović). Or, their bodies are not beautiful any 
more: they are ill.

In Holograms of Fear we see women represented through their bod-
ies in decay. The emphatic presence of women and the lack of male 
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characters who would be enabled with either a (voyeuristic) seeing or 
a(n authoritative) speaking position, that is who are neither focalisors 
(through the eyes of whom we see) nor narrators (telling the story),104 
protects the narrator from experiencing her own body as an object of 
someone else’s desire. This happens so not only because of the central-
ity of her illness, but the disease de-sexualises the female body, makes 
it undesirable and therefore valueless for patriarchy. However, by claim-
ing both the position of the narrator and the focaliser, the narrator takes 
control of her own body and develops a very conscious relationship to 
it, protecting it becoming an object. This is further supported by the 
exploration of the relationship of the own body to other women’s bod-
ies, developing a resistance to objectification, a technique which offers a 
self-liberating possibility to the female readership of the novel.

Similarly to many other feminists all over the world at the time, 
Drakulić refuted and refused the ideology of the “sexual revolution” as 
liberating for women;105 the sociological argumentation of the essays 
takes another approach to the conflict of alienation and objectification of 
the female body. Sanja Iveković has a sarcastic drawing of the unfulfilled 
promises of this revolution, with the title Čekajući revoluciju (Alice) 
([Waiting for a revolution. Alice] 1982). The simple drawing with a girl 
looking at a frog, who in each drawing has a different colour is part of 
many of the artist’s catalogues. Expecting a revolution in the suppos-
edly post-revolutionary Yugoslav context, where women were promised 
equality and still faced discrimination and violence, and where women 
indeed had more rights than a princess in a fairy tale would ever have 
dreamt of (e.g. abortion and divorce rights), is already sarcastic. The col-
ours of the frog are the packaging of the promises of a revolution, which 
may change, but neither the fulfilment of these promises nor the prince 
will arrive. The drawing is a gesture both to the partisan and the sex-
ual revolutions, which in different colours, but from a woman’s perspec-
tive, are the very same little frog. It is Iveković and Marina Abramović 
who most explicitly reflect on the political regime: putting the symbols 
of the Titoist regime and their own bodies in interaction offers layered 
interpretations of the place and possibilities of the female body within 
the system.

One of Sanja Iveković’s most famous artworks, Trokut [Triangle] was 
a performance in 1979, turned into a photo-installation afterwards. The 
performance took place on occasion of the visit of President Tito to Novi 
Zagreb and the triangle refers to that of the artist, a man on a roof and 
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a policeman on the street. The artist sits on her balcony when Tito pays 
his visit to the part of Zagreb where she lives. As the documentation of 
the video explains, for security reasons, there is a man on the roof of 
the opposite building, who can see the artist on her own balcony. She 
reads a book and imitates masturbation, while the car convoy of Tito is 
welcomed by the masses on the street. The man on the roof notices her 
and calls the policeman on the street on his walkie-talkie, who then rings 
the doorbell of the artist and orders that “the persons and objects are 
to be removed from the balcony”.106 Bojana Pejić, one of the influential 
feminist curators from the SKC, interpreting the piece years later, sees it 
being

‘about’ the liaison dangereuse between sight and power, between voir and 
pouvoir. […] This piece is a visual channel in which the exchange of two 
looks takes place. In saying this, I merely want to suggest that this situa-
tion differs slightly from the Panopticon elaborated by [Jeremy] Bentham 
and Michel Foucault, who deal primarily with surveillance techniques 
performed in a closed space, where the person knows that he or she is 
observed, without, however, knowing exactly when this happens. In this 
performance both male and female subjects are actively involved: the art-
ist sees the security man, and the security man sees her on the balcony. 
Iveković posits herself in a situation of “women as spectacle” and exposes 
herself to the active masculine look.107

In the meantime, she attracts attention by taking her sexual pleasure into 
her own hands, at once ignoring and mocking the cultic male leader of 
the country, a symbol of the ambiguity of the fulfilled emancipation of 
the comrade-ess. Moreover, the population of a country where both the  
new feminists and the artists of the new students’ centres seemingly 
enjoyed spiritual freedom was apparently observed and disciplined in 
their private spaces and lost their privacy by the proximity of the polit-
ical leader. This work by Iveković involves aspects of her work on the 
construction of the female body and female beauty through control and 
norms, but also involves her critical stance towards the political regime.

An even more explicit expression of this position is a collage exhibited 
at the Zagrebački salon of the Croatian Association of Artists in 1979, 
with the title Rečenica [Sentence]. There are photographs of the art-
ist in different poses, each photograph rendered to a word of the sen-
tence (originally in Serbo-Croatian): “The fact that a need for stronger 



3  FEMINIST DISSENT IN LITERATURE AND ART …   123

discipline and responsibility is stressed today tells us that there still exists 
behaviour that is not in line with our proclaimed goals”.108 This piece 
uses the dogmatic language and the free moves of the body of the art-
ist, and unlike the collages Titov album [Tito’s Album] (1980) and Tito’s 
Dress from around that time, it was shown at a prestigious public exhi-
bition. If we look at these works in dialogue with the work of Vlasta 
Delimar, Biljana Jovanović’s writing and Slavenka Drakulić’s essays and 
novels about women’s sexuality, it is also a reference to the interference of 
the cult of a leader with a woman’s sexual enjoyment and is thus an allu-
sion to the sexual liberation of women and the missing sexual revolution.

During the early phase of her career, Iveković had several pieces that 
reflect on the connections between the beauty expectations towards 
women and consumerism: Dnevnik [Diary] (1975–1976), Make Up—
Make Down (b/w version 1976, colour version 1978), Instrukcije br. 1 
[Instructions No. 1] (1976) place the everyday beauty rituals of women 
into a politicised context. These were integral part of the feminist dis-
cursive space that is being born in Yugoslavia at the time and are easy to 
put into dialogue with Abramović’s 1975 video, Art Must Be Beautiful, 
Artist Must Be Beautiful, despite the intentions of Abramović of not 
being seen as a feminist artist. The artist’s more and more intense and 
aggressive hair-combing of her own hair, a mandatory beauty rite of 
women, turns into self-hurting and self-disciplining, what fashion often 
does to women. While it is a critique of the art market and its values 
that the artist finds mistaken, Abramović’s Art Must Be Beautiful can 
also be read as a counter piece to the fellow-artist Raša Todosijević’s 
Was ist Kunst, Marinela Koželj? (1978), where a male voice is asking 
a young woman in front of the camera “Was its Kunst?” and hits her 
head and face after each question. Abramović, inflicting the violence 
onto herself, through combing her hair, a seemingly everyday beauty 
practice, shows the forceful expectations about the female body and 
takes back the agency from the hands of others, as a last grasp for 
control.

The political and the violent are the two prevailing motives of 
Iveković’s video with the title Osobni rezovi [Personal Cuts] (1982). 
Here, we meet with images from the history of the SFRJ in an unu-
sual format: the images from the state television show, The History of 
Yugoslavia, from the past twenty years flash up between two “personal 
cuts”. The artist has a black stocking pulled over her head, looking like 
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a terrorist or a bank robber. “The terrorist act that Iveković associates 
with this takes place in the field of vision in which real violence – the cut 
in the mask – merges with structural violence – represented by the rela-
tionship of the individual and the medium of television, which is polit-
ical power in the broader sense”109—writes Silvia Eiblmayer about this 
work, correctly indicating the interplay between levels of violence and 
the problems the piece makes us aware of. In the meantime, it is again 
in accord with the issue of the role of women in Yugoslav history raised 
by feminist historians, like Andrea Feldman and Lydia Sklevicky just at 
about the same time this video was produced and broadcast. The history 
of the SFRJ itself exemplifies how women slowly disappear as fighters 
and are left as happy housewives or worker women at the conveyor-belt 
(see Chapter 2 about historiography and Chapter 4 about the changes 
in popular women’s press). However, the cutting off of a mask can also 
be seen as a bitter but powerful act of self-liberation: the mask imposed 
on the individual through media, history or a political regime. The facial 
expression of the artist, however, is not liberated, but as the film rolls 
and the cuts are inflicted, is more and more desperate.

The market and a criticism of consumerism are approached from a 
different perspective in Iveković’s work, in Ugrešić’s play with the genre 
of popular women’s magazines and women’s literature in Štefica Cvek, 
and Abramović’s Art Must Be Beautiful and Role Exchange. Women 
are in a double role in market relations: they are both consumers and 
products. The environment of these works is worth mentioning, with a 
short analysis of the role of consumerism in Tito’s Yugoslavia. Branislav 
Dimitrijević quotes an anecdote, a scene he witnessed in the kafana of a 
small mountain village in Serbia:

Two local people, well-informed guests, discuss the actual international 
affairs. One of them is prophesising the end of the communist block and 
the final collapse of its economic policy, while the other defends the tra-
ditional trust in the strengths of Russia, what should be joined and could 
be trusted. These arguments of his Russophile and pro-communist fellow 
make the first man really angry, he stands up and shouts with his typical 
South Serbian accent: ‘If this is really your opinion, why are you not drink-
ing kvas and put your spare money in rubel, instead of drinking Cola and 
whiskey and put your money in dollars?’110

Besides being funny, the anecdote shows the atmosphere of self- 
managing socialist Yugoslavia in the 1970s, where the Volkswagen Golf 
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was produced from 1972,111 Renualt 4 from 1973,112 Levi’s 501 jeans 
from 1983 (in the Varteks Factory).113 As historian Igor Duda argues, 
the “consumer craze” was rapidly growing from the 1960s till the end of 
Yugoslav socialism.114

Bojana Pejić summarises the late 1970s as follows: “the age of High 
Communism in a Yugoslavia characterised by an extreme combination of 
consumerism-cum-communism, legalised abortion and a one-party sys-
tem. Levis [sic] jeans and a centralised economy. It was an era of sex (in 
Yugoslav films), drugs (at home) and rock’n’roll played in public dance 
halls which as any public room throughout the county displayed a pho-
tographic portrait of the President”.115 Consumerism was used to main-
tain the power of a regime, Tito’s authoritarian state socialism. Iveković’s 
work cleverly finds the common point in these. So did many of the 
Yugoslav feminists, like Slavenka Drakulić in her essay on the role of mass 
media in maintaining a false image of gender equality and sexual revolu-
tion,116 or Dunja Blažević on women’s magazines, which address women 
as mothers and wives, but Blažević is also critical of the commodity- 
fetishism of these magazines117 (see next chapter).

The early Sanja Iveković works represent very well the ambiguities 
of the beauty industry for women, especially in a socialist/communist 
society, where the initial and official image and the attempt to eliminate 
consumerism refused the beauty industry, but actually replaced it with its 
own version. There is a beauty ideal of state-socialist regimes and women 
are expected to follow certain fashion lines.118 Iveković’s works place 
question-marks and quotation marks around the products and their com-
mercials, but do not refuse these completely. What she does in her visual 
work can be put on a par with the early work of Slavenka Drakulić. In 
the essay “Why do women like fairy tales?” Drakulić argues that despite 
their simplicity, trivial romance novels mean an escape from the every-
day reality of state socialism.119 Her work is not unanimously and only 
critical towards the phenomenon, her work as a simple anti-consumerist 
protest would not be very interesting.120 I could compare her standpoint 
to that of Ugrešić in Štefica Cvek, where the hopeless heroine is looking 
for advice among her friends and in these magazines for her problems 
of how to be beautiful, successful and most importantly: how to catch 
a man. The critical stance of the author/narrator towards the popular 
genres is expressed by the refusal of the “fake” ending of the story of 
Štefica, where she falls in love with a millionaire film director or by the 
advice of the magazines which do not solve the difficulties in life of the 
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poor heroine. The way Dubravka Ugrešić works with the genre in the 
Štefica Cvek novel fits into the image of the new feminists supporting, or 
at least, seeing the potential in the “easy” women’s genres: the novel is 
mocking and playing with the trivial, however, it has a sympathetic atti-
tude to the genre, which has an ambivalent reception among the new 
Yugoslav feminists, suspicion mixed with interest, as the edited volume 
on trivial literature from 1987 by Svetlana Slapšak shows.121

In Conclusion: Feminism and the Status Quo

The art and literary works analysed in this chapter are hard to catego-
rise under one concept of feminism or one concept of dissent, they 
reveal and combine aspects of both. The post-socialist reception of Sanja 
Iveković’s work from the time of socialism is telling about here. In ret-
rospect, Branislava Anđelković sees her as “another manifestation of cul-
tural dissidence”,122 whereas Bojana Pejić writes about her that “she was 
not a dissident artist, but she was the first of her generation to express a 
clearly feminist attitude”.123 Iveković and the other artists with a feminist 
agenda, such as Ugrešić, treaded a fine line between dissidence and dis-
sent, which was supported and inspired by their feminism, targeting patri-
archy, state socialism and consumerism at the same time. It is interesting 
to see how their work is in a dialogue with the explicitly non-feminist or 
only implicitly feminist work of Abramović, Ladik, Delimar or Vrkljan. 
What we find is a new feminist understandings irrespective of the femi-
nist position of their authors, especially in a discursive environment that 
already had a feminist vocabulary and a general openness to feminism.

The art and literature around the new Yugoslav feminist circles had 
much in it that was innovative, one of the most important aspects of this 
being a solidarity and sympathy for other women, their lives and experi-
ence. The new feminist theories of art and literature also urged towards 
redefining the language in which we can speak and think of women 
through the écriture féminine and its local version, the žensko pismo. 
The art historical corpus and the literary canon offered to women, be 
they artists and writers, readers (literary scholars), curators and editors, 
was being rewritten by exactly these women. If needed, through the 
transfer of good examples, but also through creating a space where 
new art can find a niche. So it did in reassessing the place of women 
in canons, the approach to women’s body, and the way motherhood 
was perceived. In this chapter, my aim was to show some of the lines of  
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these endeavours, while much remains to be said, for example about the 
contributions of Katalin Ladik, Marina Gržinić, Radmila Lazić, Biljana 
Jovanović, Judita Šalgo.
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Neda Todorović: “When I became the editor of Bazar , that was a great 
chance to give a voice to feminism. We had a circulation of 360,000, that 
means a huge influence. I called Slavenka Drakulić, Vesna Pusić, Sofija 
Trivunac, Lepa Mlađenović to write for us. Some men were telling me how 
our feminist articles were outrageous, as Bazar is a family magazine, where 
these themes are inappropriate. I didn’t care. (…) My baba [grandma] was a 
suffragette , from Sarajevo , her name is Petra Jovanović. She was a member 
of the Kolo srpskih sestara there. She is one of the older generation feminists 
talking in the Ona broadcast about feminism before the second world war.”

Vesna Kesić: “Start was a huge niche for liberalism, in the good and in the 
bad sense. (…) After the Drug-ca conference, I wrote an article about it and 
gave it to the editors. They were mad. They asked me, what is this now, what are 
you going to publish this bullshit. All these women, they were just out for a good 
f***. This editor just projected his own story, his own perspective, it was him 
who was just going to conferences to womanise. Then a couple of years ago I got 
my revenge, I told him this a few years later. (…) I was intimidated and I was 
scared, but I didn’t shut up. This was kind of the male discourse on the editorial 
side. And I knew I couldn’t start crying, then they wouldn’t take me seriously.

It was the same when I made an interview with Shere Hite. She said some-
thing ironic about male sexuality in the interview, about which my editor told 
me: we cannot attack our readership, and our readership is male. So I said, 
but you attack your female readers all the time. I had to fight for every line. 
Looking back at it, it was a funny heroic time, but at that time it was pretty 
much frustrating.”

CHAPTER 4

Feminism in the Popular Mass Media
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Slavenka Drakulić: “Everybody asks this about Start. [What is was like to 
work there as a feminist.] It had very serious contributors, and there we had 
space, they gave us space. I published interviews with Gloria Steinem, Noam 
Chomsky, etc. Well, they published naked women, but it was very soft porn, not 
everything was shown. It was perceived ideologically as some kind of an oppo-
sition to socialist puritanism and hypocrisy. We understood it as some kind of 
provocation, not that we liked it, of course we didn’t, but we took it that this 
was the price you had to pay.

And it had circulation you couldn’t imagine today, 300.000. Many 
women worked there, Jelena Lovrić, who already then was a very important 
political journalist, also Maja Miles wrote there about justice and Vesna 
Kesić. (…) This was something that sells. We found it subversive to publish 
feminism in such a magazine. You couldn’t be directly oppositional, but 
trough the interviews with Barthes, Foucault, etc., you could write these ideas 
into the horizon.”1

By the beginning of the 1980s, feminism in Yugoslavia was increasingly 
present in the popular mass media, a process which started with one 
of the initial main forums of feminist ideas, the magazine Start. Daily 
newspapers, weekly and bi-weekly magazines, TV and radio programmes 
reported on feminist events abroad and in Yugoslavia. Women belonging 
to the feminist groups in Zagreb, Ljubljana and Belgrade were invited 
to TV and radio discussions, and the very same women extensively 
published in the very same media. After almost ten years of feminism’s 
reappearance in Yugoslavia, during which time it was usually present in 
specialised professional spaces for a specialised public with specialised 
interpretative skills, like the art and literary scene, theoretical journals, 
sometimes in the youth press, the growing presence of feminism in the 
mass media meant the opportunity to reach and involve a much broader 
audience and scale of recipients.

Based on the popularity, the circulation and distribution, as well 
as who the authors creating the media were and how extensively femi-
nism was present, this chapter presents four media products to serve as 
three case studies: two television programmes of the Radio-Televizija 
Srbija (Radio-Television Serbia, RTS) called Ona [She] and Ženski rod, 
muški rod [Female gender, male gender], which I treat as one project, 
and two magazines, Bazar, a glossy women’s magazine with one of the 
highest circulations, and Start, a political–cultural and/or men’s mag-
azine.2 The three cases are very different as concerns the topics, the 
genre and therefore also the context of the feminist articles or themes.  
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However, all raise the same question: How does the feminism presented 
in these media differ from the feminism presented in other fields? The 
criteria are the choice of topics and language; the position of the articles 
and their authors to the medium: if they are critical, dissenting towards 
the medium itself; and attitudes of authors and texts towards the political 
and ideological system.

The media in the focus of this chapter was in many ways influenced 
by the ideas of the sexual revolution. The concept of the sexual revo-
lution serves also as a meta-trope to the story of feminism in socialist 
Yugoslavia, within the context of popular media and contemporary art 
promoting new sexuality, and the state promoting itself as having been 
born out of a revolutionary movement.3 The new sexual revolution dis-
course of the 1960s, preceded by a long history of sexual revolution 
starting in the late nineteenth century, was determinedly criticised by 
feminists in the West, as well as in Yugoslavia. Taking inspirations from 
the Western developments, but also having been raised in the Yugoslav 
socialist revolutionary discourse, the new Yugoslav feminists could not 
but reflect on the sexual revolution. Most authors agreed with Vesna 
Kesić’s summary that the sexual revolution “did not bring anything new 
as far as the relations between the sexes is concerned”.4 Ingrid Šafranek 
in her writing about the écriture féminine and žensko pismo sees the fem-
inist-inspired increase of self-consciousness of women also making them 
aware of their own writing as well as a new relationship to their bodies. 
Whereas she also finds the sexual revolution harmful to women, through 
“a general de-tabooisation of sexuality”, it nevertheless gave way to a 
form of women’s self-awareness and freedom.5 This was “a revolution 
on the leash”, a limited change without broader social effect, the realisa-
tion of which prevented a more dangerous and radical change in society. 
Slavenka Drakulić questions if the phenomenon can be called a revolu-
tion with the argument that it did not achieve women’s economic inde-
pendence and that women are still treated as sexual objects.6

Based on the three case studies (the two television shows, two wom-
en’s magazines and the magazine Start), this chapter shows how fem-
inism in the Yugoslav popular mass media was accommodating to the 
medium in which it appeared, while it remained subversive both towards 
the medium and the wider political context. Regular creators and contrib-
utors of the mass media products presenting feminism were the journal-
ist and media scholar Neda Todorović and Đurđa Milanović. Todorović 
was the editor of Bazar and of the television series Ona, Milanović  
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was the editor of the magazine Svijet, and Vesna Kesić and Slavenka 
Drakulić wrote for Start, with later Kesić editing it too. The editors 
engaged other feminist authors for the magazines. Importantly, the psy-
chologist Sofija Trivunac ran an advice section in Bazar, and Vesna 
Mimica, one of the initiators of the SOS helpline in Zagreb, wrote 
about violence against women for the same magazine. Vesna Pusić, Lepa 
Mlađenović, and Žarana Papić, among others, also appeared in these medi-
ums from time to time. What I call “feminist content” here, for the sake of 
the coherence of this book, shall be reduced to topics discussed in the fem-
inist circles in theoretical texts, research, art, literature and activist projects.

Mass media and popular culture were not only a forum for the fem-
inists, but also material in the focus of their research. There is a self-re-
flexive relationship between feminist writings in and about the mass 
media, the authors publishing in the mass media often being the very 
same authors writing about the mass media. Therefore, this chapter looks 
at the feminist analyses of mass media, as a point of comparison to the 
feminists’ writings for the mass media. Within the analysis of the three 
case studies, the TV shows, the women’s magazines and Start, I focus 
on the themes which are also in the centre of feminist activism at the 
time: violence against women and sexuality. The feminists whose writing 
dominates this chapter, Slavenka Drakulić, Neda Todorović, Vesna Kesić 
and Sofija Trivunac all argued for a form of acknowledgement of wom-
en’s need for popular media, and through the acknowledgement of their 
needs, they found a source of subversion and acceptance there.

The Mass Media in Yugoslavia in the 1970s and 1980s

In Yugoslavia, the new media law in 1960 explicitly ruled out censor-
ship,7 with the exception of eight areas. The law, with some changes, for 
example as for the division of labour between the federal and the republi-
can levels, was in effect until the collapse of the SFRJ. The eight “taboo” 
issues were about material (1) “constituting a criminal offence” against 
the people, the State or the JNA, (2) “revealing or disseminating false 
reports or allegations causing public alarm and menacing public peace 
and order”, (3) “revealing military secrets”, (4) revealing economic or 
official secrets “of special importance to the community”, (5) “propa-
ganda inciting to aggression”, (6) acts which may disturb the relations 
between Yugoslavia and other countries (the practice showed that this 
mostly meant the control of the reports on non-aligned countries and 
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the Soviet Union), (7) “cause harm to the honor and reputation of 
the peoples, their supreme representative bodies, the President of the 
Republic, and similar injuries to foreign peoples”, and (8) constituting “a 
violation of public decency” (41).

It shows from the regulation that various elements of the media law 
were also codified in other laws. This was reflected by the 1970s in 
republican-level decisions: when the republics had more authority in 
regulating their own press, Slovenia removed most of the eight restric-
tions, with the exact argument that even these points were regulated by 
state secret and libel laws (60). Apart from the few years following the 
Croatian Spring in 1971, when censorship became harsher, the devolu-
tion of press control continued in the 1980s as well; by then media was, 
“with scarcely an exception, controlled at the republican level and geared 
for republican audiences”.8

Yugoslavia had a semi-open public sphere, where media did not have 
pre-publishing censorship. This does not mean that the SKJ had no 
means to maintain its influence and control. It happened through insti-
tutions and funding. The SSRNJ, under the guidance of the SKJ, was 
in charge of appointing the director, the editor-in-chief and the man-
aging editor of most newspapers, except in the case of the regional and 
local newspapers, where the municipal authorities were in charge, also 
subordinated to the SSRNJ.9 News magazines and other written media 
belonged either to newspaper companies or to associations within the 
SSRNJ, such as youth and student associations.10 While issues of jour-
nals or newspapers could be banned or confiscated,11 this was not com-
mon. Control happened either through appointing the right editors, or 
through funding: in the case of journals or magazines which were funded 
by the SKJ or the SSRNJ, the end of funding meant the end of the 
medium as well, the most famous example being the journal Praxis.12

Funding, however, was not only a controlling force, but a liberat-
ing one, too. With the introduction of self-management, the previously 
exclusively state-financed mass media was in the ownership of autono-
mous cooperatives (usually under the umbrella of the SSRNJ); media 
financing was not done by state subsidies, but was based on market 
demand.13 As a result, in the 1950s, newspapers faced a big drop in cir-
culation, and in order to regain the readers’ interest, papers with large 
circulation started to use “lively makeup, cartoon strips, detective stories, 
and somewhat spicy love serials to arouse audience interest and provide 
relaxation and entertainment”, with sports, crimes and disasters gaining 
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more space on the pages of the press too.14 Commercialisation and con-
sumerism were well-established by the 1970s.15

The commercial tendencies in the media were not celebrated by the 
leadership of the country. The SKJ frequently emphasized the duty of 
the press in “correctly informing the public and educating public opin-
ion”.16 The more conservative members of the SKJ accused these news-
papers of “degrading public taste for monetary gain”, and the Belgrade 
Institut za novinarstvo [Institute for Journalism] was commissioned to 
make a study on the “sensationalism” of the press.17 The appearance of 
new genres also characterised the process: afternoon papers, consumer 
magazines and on television, quizzes and audience participation shows 
appeared.18 The afternoon papers were often written more “flamboy-
antly”, with an “off-hand style and sexier content”,19 whereas in some 
cases, for example in the case of the magazine Start, the editors were 
trying to maintain both high-level journalism and high circulation, 
ensured by the publication of images of naked women in explicitly erotic  
body postures.

Feminists Writing About the Women’s Press

Neda Todorović and Đurđa Milanović were not only editors and jour-
nalists, they extensively published feminist analyses about the genre of 
women’s magazines. Milanović in 1980 suggested to change the existing 
structures and discourses, so that women’s and mass media cease to serve 
the maintenance of women’s marginal position.20 Todorović agreed that 
the current situation was problematic, putting the phenomenon into a 
historical perspective. She described two main currents in the post-war 
Yugoslav women’s press: on the one hand, after the war the “fight-
er-type” women’s magazines were “tamed down” and turned more con-
ventional by the (re)introduction of content about domestic work and 
fashion,21 on the other hand, new magazines targeted a female reader-
ship in a “traditionally feminine” manner, with the topics of exactly 
domestic work and fashion.22

The fighter-type women’s magazines stemmed from the partisan 
movement since the late 1930s, mostly with the aim to mobilise women 
for the movement. Therefore, Žena u borbi [Woman in struggle] and 
Žena danas [Woman today] represented a non-traditional image of 
women, in their contents both politicising their readers through inform-
ing the woman fighter about major currents in politics and serving a 
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crucial pedagogical purpose, teaching women about hygiene and health. 
These early magazines accepted that women take care of most domestic 
labour and in order to help women overcome their double burden, gave 
them advice for performing everyday domestic work.23

These magazines gradually disappeared from the market and were 
replaced by the “traditionally feminine” ones. The magazines Svijet 
(published in Zagreb from 1953 till 1992), Praktična žena ([Practical 
woman], Belgrade, from 1956 till 1993), Bazar (Belgrade, from 1964 
till 1990), Nada (Belgrade, from 1975 till 1993, renewed in 2001) and 
Una (Sarajevo, from 1974 till 1994) were those with the highest circula-
tion in Serbo-Croatian.24 They quickly moved from the focus on politics 
and women’s equal role in society to beauty and fashion. Even the pre-
vious advisory sections on domestic work got replaced with recipes and 
the latest trends in cleaning tools, showing domestic labour as a lucrative 
consumer product. Bazar’s beauty advice sections included a series of 
articles in 1975 advising on becoming a photograph model and imitating 
the looks of the English Twiggy: the series entitled “School for models” 
promoted for young girls a strict diet,25 one which transforms their body 
into skin and bones. This image of a woman had nothing to do with the 
“woman—worker—mother” image of the partisan woman.26

Women in the KDAŽ and the Žena i društvo group were equally  
critical of these new tendencies. Two Zagreb-based journals, Žena and 
Naše teme organised a conference in 1982, inviting party representatives, 
academics and members of the feminist groups. Here, the Slovenian 
sociologist Maca Jogan asked the question whether there is a need of a 
women’s press at all. Or, she continues, “we have already matured and 
progressed far enough in the process of women’s emancipation, that this 
kind of a press we can eliminate”.27 She claims that this kind of press 
is “for enjoying one’s pleasure, killing time [razonoda], is in essence 
conservative and patriarchal, it helps to maintain women’s historical 
isolation and partial sociability”. What Jogan proposed here is a return 
to the pre-war and wartime women’s press. However, as opposed to 
Todorović’s feminist typology, Jogan’s concern is that even though these 
magazines offer traditional gender patterns to women, she does not find 
the push of women into the second shift of work a problem. What she 
targets is the occupation with domestic work and with the fulfilment of 
beauty expectations, for example diet, a razonoda, a leisure time activ-
ity. As opposed to this stance, women’s less access to free time and lack 
of time to get engaged with political and social issues, to participate in 
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self-management was addressed from a feminist perspective by several 
authors, for example in the work of Blaženka Despot which I analyse in 
this book in the chapter about feminism in academia.

The women in the feminist circles had a different view on the roles 
women’s press offers to women. Neda Todorović’s Ženska štampa 
was the most thorough analysis of the situation of women’s press in 
Yugoslavia at the time. Todorović’s research is theoretically supported 
by mostly French literature, making her aware of the latest changes in 
Western women’s press due to the strengthening of new feminism. She 
was critical of traditional women’s press based on the patriarchally con-
structed notions of femininity. To her, this proved that “conservative 
spirit” is still present in Yugoslav society. Her take on the existing wom-
en’s press and media motivated Todorović not to eliminate the genre, 
but to use it as a tool to influence and change women’s lives.

Todorović was critical of the way political issues were presented in the 
feminine women’s press. She calls them “alibi topics”, placed on the start-
ing pages and presenting women as sociopolitical beings. In Todorović’s 
opinion, these are only “alibi” for the traditional approach to women in 
the rest of the magazine,28 it is a reflection of the state’s official stance 
towards women’s problems too. Similarly to the short and superficial arti-
cles about women and politics in the magazines, the state does not aim at 
the elimination of women’s oppression systematically, but offers short and 
superficial campaigns from time to time instead (86).29 The other main 
target of Todorović’s critique is the theme of tragedy, destiny, predesti-
nation, related to the recurrent topic of violence. What Todorović finds 
problematic and harmful is that women are most often presented as vic-
tims, and when (as most often) they are victims of partnership violence, 
the violence is presented as women’s destiny or as “a reaction to women’s 
disobedience”. Moreover, “the logical continuation of the content which 
cultivates crime and warns the woman that the status quo is her ideal real-
ity, present topics which address unusual, supranatural and unexplainable 
phenomena” (106). The section on horoscopes and the presentation of 
unhappy events of one’s life as the working of powers we cannot control, 
combined with the sections on violence against women, maintain and 
confirm women’s passive nature (106–107), she concludes.

Todorović is arguing for a women’s press that treats women as active 
and political subjects, one which is not confirming but challenging the 
patriarchal concept of femininity. As it is discussed in her historical over-
view, there used to exist an active, responsible, socially and politically con-
scious model for women, compared to which the image offered by these 



4  FEMINISM IN THE POPULAR MASS MEDIA   145

magazines is a regression. Todorović sees this as a remnant of conserva-
tivism, however, unlike Jogan, she does not see women’s magazines as a 
sign of women’s pursuit of leisure and laziness, rather, as a symptom of 
the unfulfilled emancipation of women. The state bears responsibility for 
this, because in Todorović’s view, it hides the women’s question behind 
spectacular but empty “resolutions”. Therefore, she does not blame 
women for their position, neither for reading the press produced for 
them. She ends her book with the claim that women’s press is a marker 
of women’s position in society, a consequence of the real phase of wom-
en’s social emancipation, and it will present women as “one-dimensional” 
as long as society treats them as such (142). Todorović’s proposal is to 
change women’s press and to change women’s social status through that.

For scholars like Jogan, these magazines are encouraging women 
to become more passive and abandon the opportunities socialist self- 
managing Yugoslavia is offering. Todorović, on the other hand, suggests 
that as long as the Yugoslav or any society is not advanced enough to 
change women’s positions from the still-existing traditional one, the 
women’s press will remain the same. Slavenka Drakulić offers a third per-
spective, making claim for women’s right to free time and leisure and 
creating a language about women and the popular which is mostly moti-
vated by sympathy and understanding as the crucial feminist strategy.

The essay “Why do women like fairy tales?” [“Zašto žene vole 
bajke?”]30 examines the popularity of trivial romances (in Serbo-
Croatian: herz-roman) available at the news-stands and also published 
in women’s magazines in a sequence. These, together with “erotic” 
men’s magazines started to flourish on the market as a result of the 
“sexual revolution” and both use traditional and stereotypical images 
of women, which do not exclude, but complement each other (36), 
proving the double-faced nature of the “sexual revolution” and how it 
does not question the logic of patriarchy. Despite the triviality of these 
romance novels, Drakulić emphasises their social relevance: only one 
title, Život [Life] was sold in 3,600,000 copies in 1978 (34). She pri-
oritises the attitudes of the readers of these, for which she analyses an 
unpublished survey by the publisher Vjesnik about the readers’ hab-
its of reading trivial romances. What Drakulić finds most important is 
that the majority of the readers are overburdened women who do not 
have either time or strength to read anything more complexly written, 
whereas they do notice the poor literary quality of the novels. These 
readers, adds Drakulić, lack real relationships and long for love—exactly  
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the dream, the “fairy tale” offered by these booklets. Drakulić claims 
that simply “by abolishing and stigmatising this kind of a press, we do 
not abolish the demand/need” of women in Yugoslavia (44).

Similarly to Todorović, Drakulić would not abolish the trivial from 
women’s magazines. She does not see it as a necessity deriving from soci-
etal relations, but as a fulfilment of women’s needs—deriving from the 
very same societal relations. She quotes Germaine Greer’s The Female 
Eunuch, where Greer claims that the majority of men do not know any-
thing about the world of women’s imagination, due to the gendered 
division of genres (34). Drakulić here argues for women’s right to their 
own pleasure and calls out for a respect of their needs—through which 
she makes the reading of trivial romances a proactive deed, a call for 
change.31

Comparing standpoints on popular women’s press in Yugoslavia, 
we can conclude that the new feminist agenda, treating women’s press 
as liberating, make a claim for the significance of women’s pleasure. 
According to Luce Irigaray, who was well-known and often referenced 
in the Yugoslav feminist circles, “the refusal of pleasure intersects with 
the prohibition of female agency and thus has ideological, and explicitly 
anti-feminist effects”.32 Irigaray’s argument is that in the Western sub-
jectivity, “woman has to remain a body without organs… The geogra-
phy of feminine pleasure is not worth listening to. Women are not worth 
listening to, especially when they try to speak of their pleasure”.33 The 
consumption of trivial romances and women’s magazines, from this per-
spective, can be a step towards women’s expression of their needs and 
their pleasure, towards women becoming active and assertive.

A famous case of using a mass medium to reach a broader female 
audience is the Ms. magazine, the first commercial feminist magazine 
in the USA after WWII. Ms. magazine is also interesting from a trans-
fer perspective: many of its authors and themes appear both in Bazar 
and Start, and later Drakulić publishes her essays in Ms. Start publishes 
an interview with the founding editor of Ms., Gloria Steinem, and both 
magazines feature the work of leading feminists also present in Ms., such 
as Germaine Greer, Erica Jong, Catherine MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin. 
Similarly to Steinem’s approach in Ms., the new Yugoslav feminists also 
use their magazine surfaces as a space for activism.

To learn from this comparison, aspects of the difficulty in popularis-
ing feminism, the relations between consumerism and gender, popular 
genres and gender, and as far as the new recipients are concerned, the 
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horizon of their expectation [Erwartungshorizont] should be examined. 
In the Ms. project, “popular” was understood in the sense of “wide-
spread”, as well as “emerging from the realm of popular culture”, pop-
ular culture being “the realm of commercial culture, where ‘images and 
icons compete for dominance within a multiplicity of discourses’, where 
the dominant ideology and interests of commercial producers clash with 
the needs and desires of its consumers but also must ‘engage audiences 
in active and familial processes.’”34 It was a rather obvious step for ELLE 
or Vogue in the West, as well as for the Yugoslav women’s magazines, to 
report on this “new” approach to the women’s question, to offer some 
feminist perspectives, to interview feminists, etc. The French ELLE’s 
account on feminism is even cited in Žena.35 However, it was an entirely 
different enterprise for an entirely feminist magazine to survive on the 
market, which Ms. did not manage. This happened mostly due to the 
confrontations with the advertisers: there were few products and even 
less advertisements which were not based on the patriarchal gender divi-
sion of goods and “sex” (the objectified female body) selling products. 
The case of Ms. is an example of how the “[a]ttempts to alter popular 
consciousness through the mass media […] greatly underestimated the 
ability of established order to absorb dissent while offering mere appear-
ance of change”,36 when after a hopeful period with a circulation of 400–
500.000 copies, Ms. became a specialised feminist magazine for a smaller, 
engaged audience, financed by a foundation.

Feminism by Feminists in the Popular Press

The probably most ambiguous example of the four media products ana-
lysed in this chapter is the magazine Start. It began its career in 1969, as 
a recreational magazine. However, this market was already occupied by 
the magazine Vikend, so the editorial board of Start “boosted the sub-
scriptions” with photographs of naked and half-naked women. A shift 
followed the appointment of a new editor-in-chief in 1973, when the 
magazine began publishing more extensively about political and cultural 
topics.37 Indeed, looking at the magazine between 1975 and 1991, it 
had various important issues discussed on the level of a quality weekly, 
while the rest of the magazine was full of images of naked women, as 
well as obscene joke strips, e.g. about gay men and caricaturing domestic 
violence and rape on its last pages. After the change in profile, the next 
shift in the history of Start was brought along by the appointment of 
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a young, new editor, Mladen Peše in 1980, when the magazine started 
to aim at a younger readership with articles on rock music, modern art 
and fashion. It was then that feminist curators from the SKC in Belgrade, 
Bojana Pejić and Žarana Papić, were authoring some of these articles. 
The new editorial continued publishing “daring and sometimes highly 
controversial interviews with well-known Yugoslav personalities” (ibid.), 
as well as provocative editorials such as the one in 1983, accusing many 
party members and leaders of corruption.38 The curious mixture of  
tabloid-like joke strips, the pornographic images of women, the dissent-
ing reports and interviews and the feminist writings were matched with 
exceptionally high quality journalism in Start. According to one of the 
editors, Start was the “most analytical of periodicals in Yugoslavia” and 
the other editors and journalists working for other newspapers viewed 
them as “elitist and too clever”.39

Kesić and Drakulić worked for Start from the late 1970s on, and  
were later joined by Pejić and Papić, and other feminists like Jasenka 
Kodrnja and Maja Miles. Start published their articles on feminism, 
a topic most often brought in by Kesić. She reported on the “Drug-ca” 
conference in 197840 and provided overviews on the history of femi-
nism in Europe and North America in the twentieth century in articles 
such as “The Feminist New Wave” and “History has a male gender”41  
(note that in Serbo-Croatian, history is grammatically female). A similarly 
popularising-informative article was a translation about the “New feminist  
wave” by Rosemarie Wittman Lamb, familiarising the reader with the 
work of Betty Friedan, Germaine Greer and Erica Jong.42 The mag-
azine also published a series of interviews with Gloria Steinem, Erica 
Jong, Élisabeth Badinter, even one of the last interviews with Simone 
de Beauvoir, and one with Shere Hite.43 The interviews place the femi-
nist women in the row of well-known and acknowledged male intellectu-
als like Moravia, Garcia Marquez, Barthes, I. B. Singer, Hobsbawm. The  
art, literary and theoretical aspects of feminism were also present on the 
pages of Start, in the form of interviews, exhibition and book reviews, 
reports on new foreign books. From Julia Kristeva through women in 
Slovenian media hardcore and Yugoslav rock to women authors of domes-
tic science fiction, on the pages of Start, the reader also encountered the 
work of Erica Jong, Dubravka Ugrešić, Biljana Jovanović and Katalin Ladik.

The relations within the editorial board, however, were far from 
unproblematic. As the interviews quoted by Drakulić and Kesić tell us, 
the male editors were not supportive of the feminist content. Even when 
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there were feminist articles published, the editors tried to change their 
paratexts in order to alter the message: when Kesić wrote her article about 
the 1978 conference, the editors wanted to give it a title like “Trle babe 
feminizam”, meaning something like “old, ugly women’s feminism”. As 
she remembers: “I’m not even sure how I could fight this off. Even the 
technical editor, who was just responsible for the layout, he got totally 
mad and threw away the article”, claiming that the presence of feminist 
ideas offends the (imagined) readers of the magazines. As Kesić recalls: “It 
was when I made an interview with Shere Hite. She said something ironic 
about male sexuality in the interview, about which my editor told me: we 
cannot attack our readership, and our readership is male. So I said, but 
you attack your female readers all the time. I had to fight for every line. 
Looking back, it was a funny heroic time, but at that time it was pretty 
much frustrating”. In the meantime, the circulation of 300.000 copies 
meant a huge publicity and these articles did reach the readers.

Similarly to Start, the women’s magazine Bazar had high circulation 
too, but Neda Todorović has different memories of her work as the editor 
of Bazar. When she started to bring in feminist articles, some men from 
different positions warned her that since Bazar is a “family magazine”, 
feminist topics on violence and sexuality should not be there. A mag-
azine for women was a family magazine, while the only high circulation 
political bi-weekly was for men only—in socialist Yugoslavia in the 1970– 
1980s. Still, Bazar was a classic women’s magazine, imagining women 
within the family, offering fashion advice, recipes, in the 1980s giving lots 
of space to Jane Fonda, diets and exercise, from time to time reporting 
on the recent developments in the feminist movement in Western Europe 
and the USA. It contained the mandatory “alibi-topics”, that is, interviews 
with famous and successful women or reports on socially relevant topics. 
It also ran romance serials, not only from the popular register though: 
besides Danielle Steel, there were writings by Doris Lessing, Chekhov, 
Katherine Mansfield, I. B. Singer. Among the socially engaged and polit-
ically relevant publications there was an abbreviated version of Vesna 
Pusić’s article on women’s employment, decorated with a colour portrait  
of the young and beautiful Pusić, taking up one-third of the pages.44

The publication of controversial or system-critical opinions was less 
characteristic of Bazar, the political pages were in line with the main-
stream of Yugoslav politics, for example they reported on the newly 
published biography of Tito by Vladimir Dedijer.45 Nevertheless, rather 
importantly, feminist issues were discussed on the pages of the magazine, 
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in a fashion that accommodated to the genre. There are three series of 
articles which plastically exemplify the mixture of discourses, combining 
mostly Western-originated feminist discourse, the local feminist one, and 
the discourse of the typical women’s magazine.

After the appointment of Todorović as editor, Bazar had another 
feminist stronghold, in the person of Sofija Trivunac, a psychologist 
from Belgrade. As she recalls, her advice was considered quite radical by 
the general audience, and as her picture was next to the column, read-
ers could recognise her on the streets. It happened that men walked up 
to her to make an offensive comment for her writing in Bazar, which 
these men considered harmful. She also reflected on how her looks mis-
lead men, because as a petite blond woman, she was often treated as a 
“blondie”, a girl not to be taken seriously, so she could shock people 
with her clear and devoted feminist opinion quite easily. Her story is not 
only symbolic as it represents stereotypes and in general, the reception of 
feminism, it also shows the results of a wider media reach in case of the 
popular products and the clash between the mild looks (of a magazine or 
of an author) and the strong content.46

If Start and Bazar meant a wide distribution of feminism throughout 
Yugoslavia, the TV documentary series Ona (in 1980–1981) and Ženski 
rod—muški rod [Female Gender—Male Gender] (in 1978) reached an 
even wider audience. These shows were on the programme of the TV 
Beograd’s second channel between 18.30 and 21.30. By the late 1970s, 
watching TV, together with listening to music, became the favourite lei-
sure time activity in Yugoslavia.47 As for censorship, it should be noted 
that television was exposed to significantly more control than either Start 
or the women’s magazines: “If anything is to appear on TV it has to 
pass hundreds of officials and readings. What is permitted in a book can-
not be stated on stage. What is not allowed in the theatre can pass in a 
movie, but what passes in a film cannot be shown on TV”.48 Television’s 
special role is explained in detail in the article of Maruša Pušnik: whereas 
at the time of its appearance TV “was condemned as being in con-
flict with the socialist attitude regarding the possession of commodi-
ties”, “people as well as the propagating authorities always found ways 
around their own constraints” and propagated television as “a modern-
ising force, socialist educator, and a symbol of progress”.49 According  
to Neda Todorović, she and her colleagues in Ona had no difficulties 
with the authorities, however, the medium defined at large what and 
how could be said in these programmes.
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The two reporters of the two series, Todorović herself and Rada 
Đuričin both considered themselves feminists. Đuričin is an actress, who, 
among other things, made a theatre production from Jong’s Fear of 
Flying, performing the novel in the form a monologue and was imper-
sonating Aleksandra Kollontai on the stage of the Yugoslav Drama 
Theatre—she consciously chose these roles, aiming at transmitting fem-
inist messages to her audience.50 Besides her theatre roles, she made a 
40 minutes long documentary about the 1978 conference.51 Todorović’s 
show, Ona, was about various topics regarding women, and the feminist 
attitude was as explicit as in Đurićin’s series. Todorović and the editors 
of the series, Isidora Sekulić and Mića Uzelac, chose issues like domestic 
violence, rape, abortion and feminism.52

The most important broadcast of Ona was the one with the title 
“Are you a feminist?”, from 1981. It smartly combined interviews with 
feminists and the “regular citizen” on the streets, therefore providing 
both professional answers and a snapshot of the public opinion. As for 
the street-interviews, gender and age show interesting patterns: older 
women urge young women to be feminists, two older women claim 
that it is high time to take steps as men do nothing in the household, 
“women serve them from dusk to dawn”, whereas a few women express 
fear that feminists hate men, or that they, unlike the feminists, are “first 
of all mothers”. A peak of the show is a couple where the man claims 
there was no need for feminism, whereas he does not let his wife speak, 
even though the woman tries to interrupt him. The scene continues with 
the man telling Neda Todorović that she herself had more rights than 
her editor—to which Todorović responds that her editor is a woman as 
well. This scene makes obvious some of the prejudices against feminism, 
as well as the controversy of a man with oppressive behaviour question-
ing the need for feminism.

Episodes of Ona showed interviews with women from the Žena i društvo 
groups too, in which they shared important thoughts on feminism, coun-
tering the prejudice of the “people of the streets” and the politicians who 
appeared in other episodes, such as Vida Tomšič (Stop za rodu) and Jovan 
Đorđević.53 Rada Iveković sums up their efforts: “We want to clear the con-
cept from the negative connotations, we need that term [feminism]. […] 
Of course, we do not fight for the privileges of women” (episode Da li ste 
feministkinja? [“Are you a feminist?”]). Katunarić, Pusić, Kesić, Sklevicky, 
Drakulić all speak in the broadcasts, about the double shift, wage gap, the 
problematic nature of the sexualised representation of women in the media.  
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Vesna Kesić discusses in detail how sexism is still accepted in Yugoslavia, 
whereas racism and nationalism are not. This, she says, is surprising as one 
would think that “racism based on sex” is not tolerated any more.

The TV show was aiming at showing both sides by inviting state rep-
resentatives to talk about feminism. For example, Jovan Đorđević is pre-
sented as the main authority about women’s emancipation in the episode 
Glasam za ženu [I vote for women], and as a gesture of neutrality, Simone 
Veil’s fight for women’s contraception rights in France is evaluated pos-
itively as she was “not fighting as a feminist”.54 Todorović is more con-
frontational with Vida Tomšič, who, in the broadcast of Ona called Stop 
za rodu [Stop to the stork], presents her positions known from her other 
utterances and publications, also the ones analysed in Chapter 1. In the 
show, she explains why a separate feminist movement is unnecessary and 
that feminism turns women against men, whereas the aim is to work for 
the betterment of self-management together. Todorović provokes Tomšič 
with questions about the role of the AFŽ and the possible continuity 
between the AFŽ, the Savez žene, later KDAŽ, and the new feminists. 
While Tomšič refutes this statement, in the episode Are you a feminist? are 
two elderly women (one of whom is the grandmother of Neda Todorović) 
tell about their experience of the women’s movement before WWII and 
its liberating effects, by which the show presents a certain continuity 
between the pre-WWII women’s movements (including the conservative 
organisations, such as the Kolo srpskih sestara) and the new feminists.

Despite the empowering and emancipating topics, the show Ona also 
presents scenes where women are treated without respect. An exam-
ple of the latter is a scene (in the part about abortion), where a female 
gynaecologist humiliates a visibly lower class patient for having abortions 
instead of using contraceptives and tells the reporter into the camera: 
“it’s easier for them to come for an abortion than other forms of contra-
ception”. What the viewer understands from the scene is up to their sen-
sibilities: the educated woman, who entered the male-dominated medical 
profession, talking dismissively to her lower-class patient, in repetition of 
the patient–doctor hierarchies.

In Ona, Neda Todorović interviews politicians who are against both first 
and second wave feminism, reacts to their statements critically, but eventu-
ally a few anti-feminist or anti-women opinions are present in each broad-
cast of the show. The show is balancing between the general prejudice 
against feminism (a snapshot of which is presented in the episode “Are you 
a feminist?”), the state’s post-feminism, and the new feminist positions.
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Sexuality, Pornography and Violence on TV  
and in Start, Bazar, Svijet

Engaged or Cynical: Start

Kesić’s question in the title of an article: “Isn’t pornography cynical?” could 
be applied to Start itself. Besides the pornographic images of women, Start 
(while publishing feminist articles) identified itself as a version of Playboy: 
they translated articles from Playboy, and followed the latest news around 
the American magazine. A curious incident, where positions collided with 
each other, was the reportage about Christie Hefner, the daughter of the 
founder of Playboy when she took over the magazine. The report presents 
Christie Hefner’s claims to be a feminist and her goal to convince the read-
ers that Playboy itself is a feminist enterprise Hefner insists in the report 
that her company supports feminist foundations (not all of whom accepts 
the support, though) and the women who work for Playboy—their posi-
tion at the magazine is not specified—have “great opportunities”.55 Two 
even more controversial events in the history of Start were a series from 
the memoir of the once famous porn star, Linda Lovelace and the maga-
zine’s treatment of Shere Hite. Lovelace’s diary caused a major upheaval 
in the USA, when the former celebrity published her book about the crim-
inal acts and massive violence by which she was forced into the porn indus-
try. Publishing excerpts from the first person narration in a magazine full 
of pornographic images turns Kesić’s question whether pornography is 
cynical into a feminist meta-question about Start as such. It leads back to 
the question if the feminist publications in Start were dismantling the mas-
ter’s house with the master’s tools, or this was another case of mass media 
“absorbing dissent while offering mere appearance of change”.56

In the case of Shere Hite, the journalist-sociologist who became 
famous for her book about women’s sexuality is equally dubious.57 A 
few weeks after Kešić’s interview with her, the other editors published 
nude images of Hite, with the following comment: “Hite gave an inter-
view to our magazine only after serious hesitation, because she is per-
severingly against magazines which publish female nudes”, and then 
comes the explanation: nude photographs of Hite, taken 13 years ear-
lier, were recovered and now, after Hite’s interview to Start, the mag-
azine “makes some of these photographs available to its readers”.58 
The same year, Start wanted to publish Hite’s latest success book as a 
serias of articles and asked for the rights from the author. The agency 
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representing Hite demanded the magazine to apologise for the publi-
cation of the nudes, in that case offering the latest book for free. Start 
placed the following text in front of the article series (which they did 
publish eventually): “This letter from Shere Hite and her represent-
ative leave us no choice. We, therefore, apologise for the publication 
of the unbecoming pictures, and we will not argue too much either in 
admitting the sexist nature of the small text which we published next to 
them”.59

It is on the pages of Start that the feminist reactions on pornogra-
phy, through the pornography debate in the USA, enter Yugoslavia, the 
magazine being the only medium at the time where the subject was dis-
cussed. The boundaries between sexuality (and a new, non-patriarchal 
discussion on women’s sexuality, cf. the debate about sexual revolution 
and the article series in Bazar), eroticism (e.g. in art) and pornography 
were often blended. The two feminists from the USA most often present 
in Start, Hite and Steinem, take stand against any form of pornography. 
Steinem’s statement is quoted in the article about Hefner, published in 
Start: “When reading Playboy, I feel like a Jew reading Nazi literature”.60 
On the local scene, however, the positions vary: Kesić and Drakulić, the 
two authors most often writing about pornography, take more flexible 
stands, both of them in their own ways.

The point in common between Kesić and Drakulić was that pornogra-
phy is a “male genre” and is harmful to women. However, when there is 
a choice between liberalisation of pornography and banning it, the latter 
they considered censorship. The Yugoslav context can be rather enlight-
ening here: the state was equally critical of the pornographic or erotic 
content, as of the introduction of new social movements and ideologies; 
therefore, the new feminism fell under the same umbrella of control as 
pornography. It is telling about the readers of Start that Kesić used ref-
erences to Foucault, de Sade, Henry Miller and Passolini, to support her 
argument, where she clearly differentiated between erotica and pornog-
raphy. She concluded with reference to the research from the USA that 
claimed that the rate of rapes was growing and the cases were becoming 
more violent due to the growing access to pornography.

Drakulić and Kesić were critical of pornography, but not just of that: 
they found the bourgeois morality similarly oppressing for women, 
moreover, they saw the roots of pornography in this morality. It is this 
morality that needs to disappear first. In the article “Isn’t pornogra-
phy cynical?” Kesić warns about the danger that speaking out against 
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pornography can push one into the group of “moralising crusaders” 
who would ban anything with a sexual content. However, the “liberal 
stance” is “not any less hypocritical”, portraying pornography as some-
thing progressive: “By this logic, porn magazines would be the major 
training ground [poligon] for feminism”.61 As a further twist in the story 
of pornography and feminism, with its publication of both, Start did 
serve as a “poligon” for feminism. Bourgeois morality and hypocrisy are 
identified as a problem in Drakulić’s argument too, but she comes to her 
conclusion through the reading of early Marx and not the liberal idea of 
freedom of speech. What the two authors agree about is that despite its 
claims, pornography does not turn women into “subjects”.62

Marxist revisionism helped Kesić to make further contributions to the 
anti-porn argument. Relying on Marcuse and Foucault, she claimed that 
pornography achieves exactly the opposite of what its promoters adver-
tise; it oppresses and suppresses, and does not liberate even of taboos 
and hypocrisy.63 She takes an openly feminist stand in her “Isn’t pornog-
raphy cynical?” and unfolds her argument in agreement with Western 
(American and Canadian) authors.64 In reflection to the accusation 
of prudery, Kesić adds that “feminists do not put pornography on trial 
because it shows sex and the human body, but because it does it in an 
unscrupulous and dehumanised way, usually combined with psychologi-
cal and physical violence against women”.65 The spread of pornography 
in Yugoslavia is a danger, she concludes, despite what some journalists 
and intellectuals claim. For example, a Yugoslav journalist, Igor Mandić, 
known for his anti-feminist articles and belonging to the mainstream, 
SKJ-accepted line of authors views pornography as liberating, since it is 
both condemned by the clergy and contributes to the abolition of “the 
slavery of sexuality imposed by the class-based society”. Drakulić wrote 
her sarcastic response about the “polygon” in response to his articles.66

Drakulić’s most sensitive article vis-à-vis hypocrisy was the one with 
the title “Men are something different”.67 Here, she detects and criti-
cises the pretentiousness of the Yugoslav press policies, which have dou-
ble standards for male and female nudity, as well as for the nudity of 
Yugoslav women and women from elsewhere. This hypocrisy reaches so 
far, that even serious measures of censorship were taken in its name. The 
actual case Drakulić used as a starting point is the scandal that resulted 
in an issue of Polet withdrawn and destroyed. The Zagreb based youth 
journal’s nude photograph of the football goalkeeper Miran Šarović was 
found unacceptable in post-publication censorship. Drakulić contrasted 
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this case with another case, the nudes of a young Croatian woman, Moni 
Kovačić published in Start. We learn that most of Start’s pornographic 
photographs were acquired from Western agencies, and as Drakulić 
remarks: “our girls do not get undressed, they are chaste, only the girls 
in the rotten West do that”. The attitude she calls both “petit bour-
geois hypocrisy” and patriarchy, prevailing in Yugoslavia in 1980. She is 
aware, in the meantime, that representing men in nudes would destroy 
the power imbalance between men and women: “we cannot say that the 
photo of a naked man is a contribution to the equality of the sexes. But 
it is not possible to further maintain the old myths when they are collaps-
ing by themselves […] This case of Polet is not about that photo and 10 
cm of naked male meat”.68

Writing an article based on a tribina at SKC Belgrade organised by 
the Žena i društvo group, Kesić reflected on this subject, stating that is 
not the “15 cm” which creates men’s dominance: it is rather “centuries 
when men were seizing various forms of power and domination”.69 The 
source of such domination Kesić locates in the division of the public and 
the private, and it can be seen in the long history of the male prerogative 
to speak in public. It has its symbolism, such as the microphone: “the 
already proverbial prototype of phallic symbols, one of the most effec-
tive tools to maintain [dominant] positions”.70 The dominant position of 
men defines whose body can be sexually objectified. Kesić is clear about 
the interrelatedness of a morality which on the surface refuses rape and 
perversion, but which creates and enables these at the very same time. 
Kesić joins Drakulić’s argumentation, warning that “the sexual revolu-
tion didn’t bring anything new as far as the relation of the sexes [spol] 
is concerned”, “erotic” art and media production is “for the need, the 
will of men”. The situation, therefore, cannot be turned upside down, as 
“those who do not have their own body, do not have their own language 
either”.71

Curious as feminist participation in Start may seem at first, besides 
the practical reasons (relative intellectual freedom due to financial inde-
pendence), there is also a discursive motivation: in a magazine publish-
ing pornographic material, the visual and linguistic space opens up for 
discussing pornography in various ways. In Start, pornography was pre-
sented as primary content, and this allows for the secondary level dis-
cussion about it. We saw that in the case of women’s magazines, Neda 
Todorović calls the intellectual–political articles “alibi-topics”, preceding 
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the fashion–beauty–cooking sections for which the readers in fact buy 
these magazines. These are an alibi, for making the magazine and its 
readers look and feel more politically engaged and intellectual. In the 
case of Start, one might wonder if feminism was an alibi for the por-
nographic and tabloid-like content, or the other way round, these were 
indeed the price of the necessary compromise to maintain economic and 
therefore, relative political independence. Either way, as a result, Start 
became a curious mixture of Ms. and Playboy, two media products that 
both influenced the magazine and its authors.

Censorship in pornography is a topic around which Kesić and 
Drakulić were both critical of the radical feminists in the USA, while 
both authors opposed pornography in principle. They questioned the 
anti-porn campaign of Catherine MacKinnon’s and Andrea Dworkin’s 
Women Against Pornography (WAP), who were, however, influenced by 
Millet and Firestone, and supported by Steinem, Hite, Adrienne Rich, 
authors very much valued by feminists in Yugoslavia, including Kesić 
and Drakulić. The Yugoslav authors were, however, suspicious about 
what the anti-porn campaign would do to freedom of speech. Drakulić 
expressed her surprise that not only supported these fellow feminists 
censorship, but they even accepted the alliance of conservative republi-
cans, who otherwise opposed the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and 
the right to abortion, contraception and the equal rights of “homosex-
uals”.72 The allies of WAP were those otherwise against feminism, who 
also considered communism immoral and criminal, wrote Drakulić.

Instead of sexually explicit images as the source of women’s subor-
dination and exploitation, in Drakulić’s opinion, it is a cultural–social 
context that ensures women’s subordination. She explicates the sources 
of subordination through the concept of the consciousness industry73: 
claiming that there indeed is no freedom of speech, which, however, 
never is an abstract freedom, it is always dependent on the social and 
cultural context. Pornography, therefore, is no doubt complementary to 
other forms of repression, but banning it would not help the cause. As 
feminists, in their promise, do not want to exchange one hierarchy for 
another, they want “a revolutionary consciousness, way of life, culture, 
values”. Then, in her conclusion, she asks the question deeply rooted in 
the Yugoslav context: “Does feminism, like all revolutionary movements 
up to now, go on the road of justifying the means in the name of the 
envisioned goal?”
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Cautiously Radical: Bazar and Ona

The growing self-awareness of feminists in Yugoslavia was plasti-
cally traceable on the pages of Start. The general critical attitude of 
the magazine, which was often indeed cynical as well, combined with 
the explicit visual representation of sexuality opened up the discourse 
towards feminist discussions. Women’s magazines also opened up to 
feminism, but the genre prescribed and facilitated different realisations. 
What happens in Bazar and Svijet, the two magazines with most fem-
inist content, was a more women-centred discourse on women’s sex-
uality, aiming to dismantle the oppressive myths of women’s sexuality, 
including those suggested by the very images in Start. Important actors 
behind the feminist presence in the popular press, like Todorović and 
Drakulić believed in its crucial role for the promotion of feminism and 
women’s rights.

In support of women learning more about their sexuality, Bazar pub-
lished an article-series with the title “All You Know and Do Not Know 
about Sex”, prepared by Todorović, and mostly based on the work of 
American sexologists and other experts, for example Shere Hite, Helene 
Kaplan and Alfred C. Kinsey.74 The opening sentence of the series 
optimistically announced “the end of the era of male sexual rule [vla-
davina]”.75 This series, based in this respect also on Hite’s ideas, identi-
fied the centrality of fertility in the patriarchal mainstream discourses on 
orgasm and menopause.76 According to this discourse, measuring wom-
en’s value by their reproductive capability, women in or after menopause 
lose femininity and therefore become valueless, their partners may even 
leave them for a younger partner. To contradict this, the article brings 
fact and proof from women’s experience and new research, claiming that 
“menopause is just another phase in women’s lives and part of their fem-
ininity”.77 What the series elaborates on the most is the different needs 
of women to enter sexual encounters and to be able to enjoy these in 
their own way, ignoring prejudice. It is the last article in the series which 
raises an equally important issue that is part of one’s sexual freedom: 
women’s right to say no.78 This connects the entire series on women’s 
sexuality to violence against women, thus entering the terrain of anti-vio-
lence activism.79

The other two sections of Bazar to examine more in detail, one on 
the women’s shelters and the advice sections, are much more based on 
readers’ letters than the article series on sexuality, therefore are closer 
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to the reality of the Yugoslav readers. Sofija Trivunac’s advice section 
ran between May 1983 and May 1986,80 the series on women’s shelters 
between 21 June 1985 and 25 October 1985. Sofija Trivunac is a psy-
chologist, important member of the Belgrade Žena i društvo group, and 
as Neda Todorović said, she wanted to have a feminist advisor for the 
article series “Between Us” [U četiri oka].81 “Between Us” is a classi-
cal advice section (the “agony aunt” section) for the readers, which was 
first introduced by the Zagreb-based magazine Svijet [World] in 1958, 
with the same title “Between Us”, in Todorović’s words: “establishing 
a post-war wave of intimate confessions in front of the eyes of the pub-
lic”. Noticing the shift in relation to what can be said in public, she adds: 
“by this, Svijet [and Bazar] was becoming more and more similar to the 
Western women’s magazines”.82 Indeed, the possibility to speak about 
intimate problems of individuals (moreover, individual women), without 
revealing the person behind the story, expands the limits of the public 
sphere in a semi-open socialist society.

The genre of the advice sections in women’s magazines consists of 
two letters: one written by a reader about their problems in their private 
life, the other is the response of the journalist or psychologist. It lacks 
interlocution, and the advisor cannot specify or clarify any of the state-
ments of the reader, who in this situation becomes a co-author of the 
article or section. In this sense, the reader–author exposes her/his inti-
mate problems to the authority of the advisor and to the other readers 
of the magazine, while she/he does not have the opportunity to react 
on how their problem is interpreted and presented through the advice- 
response. On the one hand, in this originally specifically women’s genre, 
there is an empowering capability, as women’s problems become public 
and this publicity is legitimated by the medium that enables it. On the 
other hand, by the lack of interlocution, the women sharing their pri-
vate matters with the public are left without opportunity to voice their 
opinion on the advice from the authoritative advisor. The third aspect is 
the nature of the letters: the concept behind the advice sections is that 
the other readers find themselves in the problems presented in the letters 
and use the advice in their own lives. Therefore, it was an enterprise with 
huge responsibility and uncontrollable outcome Trivunac took on.

Regardless of the uneven discursive position between advisor and 
advice-seeker, Trivunac’s answers aimed at dissolving many of the misbe-
lief and prejudice about women’s sexuality and behaviour. Instead of a 



160   LÓRÁND

detailed analysis of the 78 pages of correspondence, I focus on the most 
common elements. There are many questions about sexuality, which 
reveal traditional relationship structures at the time. Responding to 
the letters, Trivunac tries to convince women that they are in charge of 
their bodies and no one else should have control over them. She sug-
gests to the readers of Bazar to listen to their instincts and feelings when 
their partner presses them to have sexual intercourse: it is not wom-
en’s duty to satisfy their partners’ sexual needs. When one of the letter 
writers complains that her family would not allow her to have premari-
tal sex, Trivunac encourages her to make decisions about her body. She 
also urges young girls who do not feel safe or loved in their families to 
become independent, both from their families and from men. Trivunac 
tells them that they should study and start their own life, while she warns 
them against marrying young, emphasising that marriage cannot be a 
solution to their dependence on someone, and it is just another depend-
ence on another person. All in all, Trivunac always promotes the feminist 
models vis-à-vis the patriarchal system of values and relations.

Bazar’s third series I look at, “SOS for Battered Women” [SOS za 
pretučene žene] was initiated in the light of the plans of the Žena i 
društvo groups of the opening of the first safe shelters and SOS help-
lines for battered women. The series features activists who founded the 
SOS helpline and the shelter, for example the activist Vesna Mimica, 
a ballet dancer who educated herself to proficiency in the field of 
violence against women and was one of the initiators of the help-
line. The series is set up of a variety of materials, from a call to read-
ers to contribute with their own stories, the presentation of the legal 
background in Yugoslavia, as well as information from the activ-
ists who are also experts in the field of violence against women. To 
engage the readers, Bazar started a poll, where the readers were 
asked to give their opinion if such a house would be required in 
Belgrade as well. Readers had to fill out a detailed question sheet, 
where they were asked to describe their experience of domestic vio-
lence, what injuries they suffered and if the perpetrators had to face  
any legal consequences.83 It is here that one of the Zagreb experts, ini-
tiators of the helpline and the shelter, Vesna Mimica clearly condemns 
domestic partnership violence, while also emphasises that it is serious 
and widespread, affecting all social strata. Domestic violence is a “social 
crime”, “the most brutal violence, which is happening behind closed 
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doors”.84 The same year, in 1985 Bazar also publishes a series of readers’ 
letters about the topic, mostly by women who live in an abusive relation-
ship. These women confirm the need for new forms of help for domestic 
violence victims: “there would be experts who know what to do”.85

When the three series in Bazar (“All That You Know and Do Not Know 
about Sex”, the shelter-series and “Between Us”) thematise crucial femi-
nist issues, the word “feminism” barely ever appears. In one case, it was 
from the letter of the battering husband whom the articles about the shel-
ters use as a ‘glimpse into the criminal mind’”: “I see that you started to 
advocate these ridiculous feminist problems […] this, your poll, I consider 
the highest brazenness”.86 Feminism is presented here through a double 
mirror: described as something negative from the perspective of someone 
who beats his wife, in an article series condemning violence against women. 
However, since the articles do not use the term feminism otherwise and 
do not connect it explicitly to the struggle for the elimination of violence 
against women (which connection, as we shall see in Chapter 5, is a strong 
one), the concept remains foggy at least for the avarage reader of Bazar.

Sexual- and gender-based violence as a topic was gaining growing 
attention at the time in Yugoslavia, so even the TV show Ona had broad-
casts about domestic violence, as well as about women’s beauty and its 
precarious representations,87 rape and abortion.88 While the policeman 
interviewed in the part about violence against women admits that when 
battered women revoke their report the day after the police was called to 
their house, it is due to their fear of the abusive partner, he attributes vio-
lence to drinking, which idea is not refuted. Todorović presents the new 
law, which may be protective of the women and children with an abusive 
man in the household: according to this, the parent who has custody of 
the children gets the apartment. Reacting to this new law and domestic 
violence, two men from the Centre for Social Work claim that “this is just 
a form of quarrel, only physical”, and one of them views the new regula-
tion about apartment ownership as unfair, since a man can lose the apart-
ment he worked for thirty years to a woman “who has never worked”. 
This position is questioned by Todorović, exposing the state institution 
to a feministically driven criticism. The clearly positive element from the 
perspective of the spread of feminist ideas in the TV show is Todorović’s 
position. She is usually supportive and sympathetic towards the victims of 
violence she interviews, be them rape or domestic violence survivors, rep-
resentatives of both groups being presented in the show.



162   LÓRÁND

Conclusion

By the end of the 1980s, feminism in Yugoslavia has reached a multi-
faceted and relatively wide audience. The success in terms of the wide-
spread presence was not always a success in content, still, what was 
certainly achieved here and not in the other media and forums was the 
opening up towards the private and the everyday life of ordinary women, 
who read women’s magazines, watch TV and write letters to the editor. 
Crucial topics managed to get onto the agenda of various publicities and 
basic messages about crucial feminist issues were transmitted. There can 
be seen an ambivalence between the genres: from this analysis, it seems 
that while in Bazar feminism was opening up towards the private sphere 
and thus became the personal political, in Start even personal stories and 
matters had to presented as political in order to be interesting for the 
editors. The recurrence of certain authors along certain topics shows how 
interrelated the actors are, but by the wide presence in popular media 
suggests that these circles were not that closed and exclusive, after all.

A topic that overarches the different media products I have analysed 
above is the reflections on women and work. For the new Yugoslav fem-
inists, also inspired by different forms of socialism, women’s economic 
independence achieved through work was a central issue. As we have 
seen in the previous chapters, the double burden and women’s access 
to free time was an equally crucial topic. At the same time, in the anti- 
feminist discourses in or about popular media, women not working 
seem to be a shared concern. Maca Jogan sees women’s magazines urg-
ing women to engage rather in leisurely activities, while the abusive man 
in Bazar legitimises his wife beating by his wife’s laziness. In Ona, the 
policeman claims that domestic violence accusations are just an excuse 
for women to take the apartment away from the man who worked for it. 
Jovan Đorđević, who appears in one of the Ona broadcasts, calls bour-
geois women who work in the home exploiters in his book.89

The mid- and late 1970s provide a legal and discursive framework for 
experimentation and criticism. The feminists criticise and question both the 
state’s discourse on women’s equality and that of popular culture and the  
non-feminist subculture about the achieved sexual revolution. Even if  
the language had to be tamed in the women’s magazines and on TV, and 
was constantly questioned and challenged by the other articles in Start, a 
wide audience was reached and the public presence of feminist ideas was 
paving the way to the activism that was born in the mid-1980s.
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Biljana Kašić: “It was a ballet dancer, Vesna Mimica, who gave her first 
testimony about her abuse. Around 1986 we started a feminist discussion 
group, which was a completely new thing. It was like a consciousness raising 
group, but there were also theoretical discussions—I remember that Vlasta 
Jalušič gave a talk about Hegel and Marxism. (…) Some academic femi-
nists felt obliged to support other women, for example Lydia Sklevicky, Rada 
Iveković, Andrea Feldman. We were not in the front-line and did not do 
as much as other members, such as Katarina Vidović, but we were there. It 
was Vesna Mimica, who did our instruction, since none of us had any idea of 
how to deal with the SOS hotline, and then we started with a very serious self-
education. In order to protect the women victims of male violence, we had very 
strict rules. This filtered out a lot of women—they either did not agree or the 
training was too much for them. We also had a debate with the victimologists: 
we wanted to help the victims or women survivors, and not search for the rea-
sons of their victimisation in them. The other big debate was about men: if we 
should support men and families on this hotline or not. There was no doubt 
that women were a central focus for us and it was a clear feminist policy that 
women were those who deserved our unconditional support and this was a 
helpline working on feminist principles. With the help and support from the 
women in Belgrade and Ljubljana, the Zagreb SOS started in March 1988 as 
the first SOS hotline for women in the socialist/communist countries.”

Vera Litričin: “No one thought first that the SOS would bring anything new 
into this society, people were convinced that beating women and children is 
just part of the mentality here. (…) I think we succeeded in setting up the 
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SOS Hotline, because the politicians thought it was nothing; if they allowed it, 
then women will leave them alone.”

Gordana Cerjan-Letica: “First I was approached by women travelling in 
Europe, from the US; they were Quakers, and they mentioned a woman from 
the US embassy who organised a consciousness raising group. I asked Lydia 
[Sklevicky], because we were friends, to come with me so we joined the group. 
This was a very important personal experience, a first hand feminist experi-
ence for both of us. The feminism was more radical in this group, not mod-
erate, but very good for me. We were discussing patriarchy as the enemy, 
women’s reproductive rights, orgasm, sexuality, and contraception.”

Mojca Dobnikar: “Vesna Mimica came to Ljubljana in 1987 to tell her story. 
The SOS hotline was founded in 1989, the state youth organisation gave us 
some money, and they also gave us an office. The phone was not free, initially, 
but then it was. They had a lot of help from the Zagreb women at the begin-
ning. Later even a policewoman and the prosecutor joined them, who were not 
feminists, but had a lot of legal knowledge. I think it is interesting in Slovenia 
that many feminist theoreticians were afraid of going in this direction of vio-
lence against women, as we would represent women as victims, and they saw 
a danger in this. They invited all the feminists in Ljubljana for the first meet-
ing of the SOS group in January 1989, but only Milica Antić came. She said 
she would not work on the helpline, but she was happy to provide research if 
needed.”

Lepa Mlađenović: “On the last day of the Yugoslav feminist meeting in 
Ljubljana, in 1987, we suddenly decided to make a final document. We 
named the issues to work on – it was our pledge to ourselves, to our feminist 
community. We didn’t want to accuse anyone and we didn’t ask the state for 
anything. To me, what mattered was that I gave my word to my group about 
the feminist political tasks I would take responsibility for.”1

As Ingrid Šafranek said in a text I quote in Chapter 3, she was sorry for 
having encountered feminism first through literature and not through 
feminist politics. Feminist politics and feminist activism became central 
in the work of the Yugoslav feminists in the 1980s. The idea that the 
personal is political took the group(s) and the women and a couple of 
men in the groups, on a journey to grassroots activism and politics on 
the streets. By focusing more and more on the experiences of individual 
women, the new Yugoslav feminists criticised the state’s shortcomings 
when it came to women’s equality from a new basis. They organised their 
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work increasingly around the topics of violence against women (VaW) 
and women’s health, which was both inspired by feminist movements and 
ideas elsewhere and connected the new Yugoslav feminists to several fem-
inist groups and networks worldwide. In this chapter, I reconstruct this 
transfer of feminist academic knowledge into activism and the influence 
of the activist work on the academic discourse, and show how this phase 
of feminist organising is a prelude to the anti-war feminist activism of the 
1990s.

The shift towards activism, or as often called by its protagonists, the 
“second wave” of new Yugoslav feminism, took place around 1985–
1986. It shared elements of the emergence of a new civil society in the 
region, as the political landscape in Yugoslavia and the entire region 
of Eastern Europe was changing. The languages of human rights and 
democracy were slowly entering the Yugoslav discourse, and the femi-
nists had their own conceptual input into this. The feminist groups, in 
the meantime, were taking steps to institutionalise and organise them-
selves across Yugoslavia in a more effective way, within the frames of 
“all-Yugoslav” feminist meetings, the first one of which took place in 
Ljubljana in 1987. While there was an effort to formally tighten the con-
nections between the already interwoven groups in Zagreb, Ljubljana, 
Belgrade, and slowly in Novi Sad, the groups, themselves, were becom-
ing more diverse internally. Finally, the lesbian group members were 
gaining more and more voice, which led to a significant restructuring 
of the Žena i društvo groups and definitely gave it new energies. In the 
meantime, work in criminology, psychology and sociology proved to 
be a discursive foundation for the new and growing activism. As for the 
sources and the methodology of this chapter, it should be emphasised 
that as there is a shift in the activities of the feminists towards activism, 
there also is a shift in the focus on the sources: archival materials and the 
interviews with the participants are at least as interesting here as are the 
academic publications.

The meetings of the Yugoslav feminists, who had been in contact with 
each other from the beginning, as the previous chapters show, happened 
on the one hand within the framework of the academic intensive courses 
of the Inter-University Centre in Dubrovnik and within the framework of 
the Yugoslav Feminist Meetings. In Dubrovnik, there were courses about 
the women’s question already in 1976, with international and Yugoslav 
participants, and the first feminist course took place in 1986, followed 
by three others up until 1990.2 The all-Yugoslav feminist meetings came 
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almost ten years after the Drug-ca conference in Belgrade in 1978 and  
were clearly influenced by the new, more activist way of organisation 
of the Žena i društvo groups. The first took place in Ljubljana in 1987 
and the next in Zagreb in 1988, and then, in 1990, there was a meet-
ing in Belgrade and in 1991 again in Ljubljana. The themes of the 2- 
to 3-day-long meetings focused mostly on the feminist movement in 
Yugoslavia and elsewhere, VaW, health, lesbian identities, the right to 
abortion and the dangers of population policies.3 This was, moreover, a 
time for the feminists to travel more to international women’s meetings 
and workshops, emerging in the framework of the globalising women’s 
movement, for example around “women and health” events. The organ-
isational and gender change in the groups was accompanied by a self- 
periodisation of the Yugoslav feminists: the time of turning to activism 
was considered the “second wave” of new Yugoslav feminism.

As the most important achievements of the feminists in Yugoslavia at 
the time, the Zagreb SOS helpline started to work in 1988, followed by 
the one in Ljubljana in 1989 and eventually, in Belgrade in 1990. While 
planning and organising the helplines, the Belgrade group also organ-
ised an Akciona anketa [action research], to gain insight into women’s 
lives in Yugoslavia through experiences which were not previously dis-
cussed. The polls in three subsequent years (1986–1988) were organised 
around three topics, closely related to each other: women’s dissatisfac-
tion with men (1986), solidarity among women (1987) and women’s 
health and VaW (1988). The answers provided valuable material for the 
work thereafter, as new knowledge produced not in academia, but in the 
activist scene. This new knowledge resulted in a call for more activism. 
The members of the Žena i društvo groups both learned and created 
knowledge about VaW, as well as founded new organisations to help vic-
tims of VaW and to change the circumstances. In the words of Mary E. 
Hawkesworth about feminist activism becoming global from the 1970s 
on: “activists who seek to promote change through information politics 
require knowledge that can challenge factual claims, issue frameworks, 
moral arguments, and perceptions of political significance. Feminist 
research centres played a crucial role in transnational activism, producing 
knowledge that activists can deploy in their work”.4

In Yugoslavia, organising aimed at reaching out to the broader pop-
ulation meant entering a new level, one which clashed more with 
the state’s sphere of influence and which presented the possibility of a 
larger scale grassroots organising. Women’s health was an important,  



5 R EORGANISING THEORY: FROM KITCHEN TABLES TO THE STREETS …   175

even if not the only theme which contributed to the questioning of dis-
course and the reinterpretation of concepts, and through these gave way 
to political action. It also helped women rethink the ways they organised. 
It was also the issue, with its broader field, VaW, around which the femi-
nists could connect, not just in Western countries. So, the new Yugoslav 
feminists, after having their Western network (the “Sisterhood is Global” 
network, for example, was still a largely West-centred one, where the 
other countries seemed rather exotic, see Chapter 1), had a chance for 
real cooperation, independently from the state, with women from “Third 
World” countries, including women from the countries within the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM).

The “Second Wave” of New Yugoslav Feminism

What took place earlier, in the private or semi-private, such as Mirjana 
Ule’s kitchen table in Ljubljana, the SKC tribine in Belgrade or the Žena 
i društvo Zagreb seminars, prepared the participants for activism in the 
public sphere. If the academic work was a preparation of a feminist lan-
guage, the tribine, seminars and informal talks were a scene of activist 
socialisation, and the women-only groups became a nest for explicit 
political participation. As Vera Litričin remembers it:

We were learning a feminist language. At the beginning, I was always 
rethinking my sentences, asking myself the question: ‘what would this 
mean in the vocabulary of feminism?’ It was not just words we were trans-
lating, it was thoughts.

As an ophthalmologist, Vera Litričin came from the medical profession, 
and only when joining the feminist group did she realise the ideological 
biases of the so-called objective scientific knowledge the medical school 
endowed her with. Vera Litričin was not the only one in the feminist 
groups who was confronted with the conflicts between their lives out-
side the feminist group and the feminist principles they were acquainted 
with, and which inspired them for further thinking and further action 
(Fig. 5.1).

Around 1985–1986, the meetings became more focused on the 
personal experiences and the possibility of translating these into political 
activism. There was growing interest in activism, and through travels and 
fellowships, several women in and around the feminist circles were inspired 



176   LÓRÁND

Fig. 5.1  The general poster of the tribine in the SKC Belgrade (Courtesy of 
the SKC Archives)
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by the example of Western feminist grassroots organising against VaW and 
in the field of women’s health. One of the major driving forces behind 
the changes was Lepa Mlađenović from Belgrade, a psychologist by train-
ing. She participated in a women’s health workshop in 1985, which was 
her first women-only group experience, and this convinced her that such a 
format secures the learning environment significantly better than a mixed 
group.5 In the Belgrade group, she suggested sessions for women only, 
which were also meant to be the core activities for the group. The vote 
for women-only groups made some women leave, while others joined and 
some former group members started to voice their opinions more often in 
the environment they felt to be safer, according to Lina Vušković.6 Some of 
the men who had participated in the meetings before were leftist intellec-
tuals, many of whom were in relationships with the feminist women in the 
group. Their paths crossed again, when the feminists in Belgrade stepped 
to the forefront of anti-war activism, as some of these men became impor-
tant members of the anti-nationalist opposition to Milošević in the 1990s.

The creation of the women-only groups, as much as it pushed forward 
the feminist thinking and organising, was seen as a rather controversial 
event. Lina Vušković emphasises that there were some men genuinely 
interested in feminism attending the meetings, like Ivan Vejvoda and 
Nebojša Popov. She added that Vejvoda’s dissertation was about the 
changes in the marriage law after the French revolution, and we have 
seen his work on early feminist issue of Student which he edited with 
Žarana Papić in the previous chapters of this book. However, even men 
committed to feminism tended to dominate the discussions, as Lepa 
Mlađenović remembers: “By this time, when I discovered the method 
‘workshop of experience’, I was sick of the repetitiveness of our discus-
sions”. The participation of men was a matter of debate between the 
Ljubljana group members too, as it is recalled by Mojca Dobnikar. As I 
mention earlier in this book, the Ljubljana group’s first big public event 
was a women-only party, a huge success with hundreds of guests. There 
was no such change in the Zagreb group. During our interviews, Vesna 
Kesić and Nadežda Čačinovič talked more in detail about their experi-
ence with the men in the group, which was mixed and depended on the 
individuals. As Kesić says: “This is what I learned from the women who 
came to Drug-ca: don’t let men talk in your name”.7 It should be added 
that while the Belgrade group created the women-only sessions, there 
were still several public events at the SKC about feminism that were open 
to everyone.
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These memories about the male critical intellectuals are interesting 
especially in the wider context of the gender dynamics of East Central 
European dissent and dissidence. Women and feminism were mostly on 
the margins of the dissenting and dissident groups (see the Czechoslovak 
case),8 and even women’s active roles and importance were silenced 
for a long time, such as in the case of Solidarność in Poland (see Shana 
Penn).9 In Yugoslavia, besides men not taking feminist concerns seri-
ously or impeding the development of discussions by repeating the same 
comments over and over again, which Mlađenović, Kesić and Vušković 
all emphasised, sometimes their concerns originated from an “objec-
tively” ideal type of academia and politics. For both men and women, 
it seemed to have been difficult to give up on the idea that men and 
women should work together for the općeljudske emancipacije, the gen-
eral human emancipation, promoted by the Yugoslav socialist regime. 
The creation of the feminist women-only groups was a challenge to this 
idea in a practical manner, after having challenged it in theory.

The Lesbian Influence Within New Yugoslav Feminism

The lesbian feminist movement became stronger and eventually occu-
pied a crucial space within the feminist organising. The Belgrade Žena 
i društvo group from this point on was a mixed group of lesbian and 
straight women.10 In Ljubljana, from the feminist group Lilit (founded in 
1985), the LL, Lezbična Lilit was founded in 1987. Lesbians were mem-
bers of the Lilit group from the beginning: they tried to organise a les-
bian subgroup in 1985, but there were not enough lesbians at that time 
who were ready to expose themselves in this sense, according to Mojca 
Dobnikar. In Zagreb, the lesbian group founded in 1989 got the name 
Lila inicijativa [Lila Initiative]. In the Slovenian lesbian feminist history, 
this was the first wave of the lesbian movement, followed by a second one 
in 1990 with the foundation of the Roza club and the magazine Revolver. 
It should be emphasised that in Ljubljana, there were lesbian events tak-
ing place from 1984 on, within the gay festival organised by Magnus, 
the gay section of ŠKUC. The festival always included lesbian programs, 
such as talks, films, exhibitions. Another significant difference is that in 
Slovenia, the lesbian and the feminist movement developed side by side. 
LL was in touch with the other feminist and lesbian groups, including the 
feminist group Trešnjevka in Zagreb and had a strong presence at the first 
all-Yugoslav feminist conference in Ljubljana in 1987.
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Lesbianism and LGBT rights have been appearing in the artistic 
and academic publications and works during the entire history of new 
Yugoslav feminism. However, this has not been spelled out as clearly as 
in the second half of the 1980s and has not always been attached to the 
concepts and ideas central to Yugoslav feminism. It was in Slovenia, on 
the pages of the critical youth journal Mladina, that the first special issue 
on lesbian identities was published in 1987, connecting lesbian identity 
and the feminist movement and with a front page portraying two kiss-
ing women holding two female signs. However, as early as 1985, the 
feminist issue of the same supplement of Mladina, Pogledi, included a 
translated text by Anne Koedt about the lesbian movement as the radical 
avant-garde of feminism.11 The new, Belgrade-based journal Potkulture, 
that is “Subcultures”, came out with an issue full of texts about the 
LGBTQ movements and identities. These were mixed with articles about 
elderly people as an endangered group (a sign of the problems with the 
entire social welfare system in socialist Yugoslavia), but also had a report 
from the feminist polling project Akciona anketa I analyse below. The 
publications also show that the gay movement stood on more solid 
ground for a bit longer period of time and that the lesbians could rely on 
them.

In Potkulture, Đorđe Čomić created a list of possibilities for advice 
and advocacy centres for gay men, as well as a list of the gay clubs in 
Belgrade, Ljubljana and Zagreb.12 While outing these places, the article 
asserted that there is growing acknowledgement and legal liberalisation 
in the SFRJ for LGBTQ people.13 In this issue of Potkulture, the only 
article about lesbian identity was a text by Slađana Marković about les-
bian literature (see Chapter 2).14 The entire issue, however, suggested a 
new language of and about gay men. The Canadian sociology professor 
and gay rights activist John Allen Lee’s article spoke about the political 
stakes of choosing between the concept of gay and homosexual, and the 
French sociologist Michael Pollak about the changes of self-perception 
and social perception of gay men in the USA and Western Europe.15 
Tomaž Rudolf, a gay rights activist in Slovenia stated later, gays, unlike 
homosexuals, “are aware of their identity, they cultivate it, they are active 
on the gay (or ‘their’) scene, they are acquainted with gay culture and 
approachable”.16

As for lesbian women, the 1987 Pogledi supplement of Mladina 
strove to dispel prejudice against lesbian women. Most of the prejudice 
they targeted was sexist and misogynic, including that which presupposes 
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that only men can be “homosexual”, as well as the negation of lesbian 
sexuality through the claim that it is only ugly women disappointed in 
men.17 The authors of the special issue, only marked by first names, 
countered the prejudice by explaining that lesbianism had always been 
present in human history, that around 5–10% of women are lesbians, and 
that neither homosexuality nor lesbianism is a disease. The outdated-
ness of the concept of “mandatory heterosexuality” is explained.18 The 
authors demanded equal rights for lesbian women, the end of discrimi-
nation against and criminalisation of homosexuality, the right to sexual 
education which is not heterosexist (another term which is new in the 
Yugoslav public discourse) and in general, the right to one’s control over 
their own bodies, claims shared with the feminist movement. The arti-
cles in the special issue relied to a large extent on the knowledge and 
demands of international feminist networks, such as ILIS (International 
Lesbian Information Service) and COC Amsterdam (Cultuur en 
Ontspanningscentrum [Center for Culture and Leisure]), probably 
the oldest LGBT organisation in the world, founded in 1946. This is 
another sign of the growing integration of the Yugoslav feminist and les-
bian movement into a globalising movement, while support of Amnesty 
International, published in the same journal issue, signaled the integra-
tion of these into a broader human rights agenda.

Women’s Health in Yugoslav Publications  
Before the Feminist Interventions

Socialised medicine in many ways brought progress to the socialist states 
in post-World War II Eastern Europe, Yugoslavia included. However, 
similarly to second wave feminists in the West, the Yugoslav feminists in 
the 1970s–1980s and other East European women’s groups in the 1990s 
and 2000s increasingly pointed out that state implemented moderni-
sation takes its toll on the patients’ autonomy. The strong hierarchical 
doctor–patient relationship was not so different in the decentralised and 
market-oriented, capitalist system and the centralised, command econ-
omy, state-socialist systems.19 What may be important to mention about 
Yugoslavia, in order for the reader to understand the context with which 
the Yugoslav feminists argued, is that while it claimed a self-managing 
stance to socialised medicine too, “despite social ownership, the way the 
Yugoslav health care system was financed and organised was not much 
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different from that of countries having a national health care service”, 
on the one hand.20 On the other hand, the resources were not allocated 
equally between the member states: there were “significant differences 
in income, per capita expenditures on health and welfare, and in the 
distribution of physicians and hospital beds”.21 Moreover, according to 
research in the 1970s and 1980s, the community and the consumers had 
little influence on health planning.22

While the authoritarianism of the health care systems in socialist 
regimes was often associated with “Sovietisation” and the authoritar-
ian nature of these political systems, especially after 1989, the situation 
is more complex than that. The ideological roots of socialised medicine 
share several aspects of many Western health care systems.23 The ideas of 
the German hygienists of the nineteenth century were just as influential 
in the socialist systems as Marxism.24 The Marxian influence was about 
accessibility: “the introduction of socialism, therefore, would permit (in 
contrast to capitalism) the creation of social and economic conditions 
that would greatly limit illness and premature mortality”.25 In the light 
of this, as in many other cases of women’s rights, the feminist critique 
targeted the shortcomings of the socialist promise and not its princi-
ples themselves. However, the aim to create a health care system equally 
accessible to everyone brought along a centralisation that over rode 
already existing forms of health care provision. In the Soviet system’s 
ideational background, this local tradition was identified as “the populist 
tradition of zemstvo (land) medicine”.26 Despite the mixture of “scientific 
medicine” and “zemstvo medicine”, when it came to actors and healing 
practices, the centralised medical model prevailed over the local knowl-
edge of healers and especially midwives. Midwifery and the way the med-
icalised approach to childbirth affected women became issues in several 
feminist discussions in Yugoslavia.27

The socialist modernisation of the health care system and the wom-
en’s emancipation policies included advice literature on women’s health, 
which, however, often turned into advice to women about the health of 
their families. Therefore, the double burden was reaffirmed and became 
more and more dominant over the decades in this literature. It aimed 
to ensure better health conditions for women and was thus empower-
ing, while it also placed women in the traditional position of mothers 
and housewives. The books I analyse below were preceded by advice 
sections in the journal Žena u borbi, the AFŽ leaflets as well as AFŽ 
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publications: a booklet by Janja Herak Szabo with the title Higijena žene 
u trudnoći, porođaju i babinjama,28 republished in 1961 and followed by 
a similar one with the title Higijena žene sa naročitim osvrtom na higi-
jenu i ishranu za vreme trudnoće written by Milica Bošković.29 Higijena 
žene from 1959 was written by a man, Blagoje Stambolović,30 and in 
the 1970s, we have both a Yugoslav publication, Žena i dom by Živka 
Vidojković, and a translated one by Mary Senechal.

Both Higijena žene by Stambolović and Žena i dom by Vidojković 
were printed on cheap paper and with almost no illustrations—apart 
from not very alluring black and white drawings of women’s reproductive 
organs. Both books follow the line which placed women’s reproductive 
function in the centre of their health and therefore concluded that this 
shall define a larger part of their lives. Žena i dom dedicated the book to 
women, that is to: “spouses, mothers and women who care about their 
health and beauty”. Higijena žene defined motherhood as the “main nat-
ural task of women” [glavni prirodni zadatak žene, emphasis mine]. Both 
books had blurbs that emphasised beauty and offered sufficient infor-
mation on contraception. Stambolović’s Higijena žene even provided 
information about heterosexual sexual intercourse. Neither of the books 
discussed abortion though, despite the fact that it was legal and wide-
spread in Yugoslavia. The third book, Guarding Your Family’s Health by 
Mary Senechal, was a translation, printed with colour photo illustrations 
on glossy paper. The idea here, too, was that nothing is more important 
to a woman than the health of her family. Only the last chapter reminded 
the reader: “Don’t forget about yourself!” The latter book’s language and 
design represented a different, more colourful and attractive atmosphere, 
while the message was probably even more conservative than those of the 
two other books.

Women’s right to sexual pleasure and fulfilment in these publications 
was either not discussed at all, or if it was, it was represented as some-
thing accessible: in Higenija žene, the author quotes statistics of women’s  
orgasm during sexual intercourse with a man they are married to. The 
more progressive statements included those that frigidity as lack of 
orgasm may not be the fault of the woman, but her partner’s lack of 
ability to please her. Stambolović also provided an overview of wom-
en’s orgasm. Meanwhile, the author suggested that “women with nor-
mal sexual sensitivity experience orgasm during all, or almost all sexual 
intercourse”.31 This presupposition implied that still, women’s ability 
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to reach orgasm is a proof of their “normal” sexuality, which excluded 
non-heterosexual women from the sphere of normality. It also positioned 
orgasm not as something depending on both partners but as an objective 
factor of women’s normality.32 Reproduction was another theme where 
various crucial aspects are left in the dark. Control over reproduction was 
not presented as a right, and apart from contraception, which was there, 
almost all other angles are missing: abortion, as I mention above, but 
also pregnancy and the rights of the pregnant woman who wants to keep 
her child. This involves one’s right to access health care and sufficient 
nutrition during the pregnancy, but also the right to have control over 
one’s body during pregnancy and during labour. The latter is restricted 
in the medicalised birth model, part of the achievements of socialist 
modernisation and socialised health care.

The Feminist Demand of a New, Fair Psychology

Neither of these books touches upon women and psychological prob-
lems, and even less on the issue of VaW, It was the new Yugoslav femi-
nists who connected these subjects. Vera Smiljanić emphasised the social 
roots of seemingly psychological differences between men and women,33 
Sofija Trivunac opened a feminist psychology praxis in 1985,34 while 
Lepa Mlađenović was highly influenced by the Democratic Psychiatry 
movement in Italy and so-called anti-psychiatry in Britain. On the one 
hand, Mlađenović became increasingly aware of the violent nature of 
psychiatric institutions and how the critical theories of oppression are 
helpful in challenging these. On the other hand, she realised that wom-
en’s health, women’s psychiatric diseases and VaW are deeply intercon-
nected. Both the Democratic Psychiatry movement and anti-psychiatry  
implied that the institution of psychiatry is totalitarian, violent and it 
does not heal, but rather, it hurts the mentally different. It is important 
to emphasise that in relation to the wide and complex set of approaches, 
schools and texts of the field of anti-psychiatry, Mlađenović’s focus was 
on the more humane treatment of psychiatric patients. The motivation 
behind this is her personal experience of a friend of hers getting into a 
mental hospital, where Mlađenović, a student of psychology, saw how 
repressive that system was: “And then you are thinking how is it possible 
that all these systems are based on the wrong premises”. After this hap-
pened, in 1976, she went to Italy, and she volunteered at the alternative 
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psychiatric centres and the transformed psychiatric hospitals. This was 
right after the changes introduced in Italy in 1978 by the “Law 180” 
which abolished psychiatric hospitals in Italy and replaced them with a 
complex system of mental health units. It was Franco Basiglia, an Italian 
psychiatrist at the forefront of the changes which Mlađenović described 
in detail in her interview in the students’ newspaper Glas omladine in 
198735 and which she remembers later:

To me it was fantastic, a new revolution, here was a social movement that 
changed the power order of society. I tried to change things here too, so 
in 1982 I organised a big conference here, with the leading figures from 
Europe. And then nothing. We couldn’t change the institutions, there was 
no one with power from the inside. (…) They [the anti-psychiatry groups 
and people in Italy] were not sensitive to feminist issues, so I also had 
quarrels with them. The two movements never were together.

The critical attitude against those in power determining who counts as 
normal and therefore a citizen with full rights, was a motivation behind 
both her feminism and her work in psychiatry, and the experience with 
the latter clearly influenced the former (Fig. 5.2).36

Vesna Nikolić-Ristanović, whose book about VaW I analyse in detail 
later in this chapter, gives a critical analysis of psychoanalytical theories 
by two of the most important figures in the renewal of psychoanalysis 
from a women’s and feminist perspective.37 She contrasts the Freudian 
theory of Helene Deutsch about women’s passivity and masochism 
with the critique of Karen Horney. It is Deutsch’s approach to women 
as inately masochistic that gets the most criticism, reflecting on which 
Horney argues that masochism is not biologically determined, women 
are not masochists “by nature”: it is a result of the expectations and 
the abuse they face (8–10). Nikolić-Ristanović supports her arguments 
against blaming women for their abuse on their masochism by referring 
to Horney’s explanation of women’s victimisation by women’s depend-
ent position: “the emphasis on their physical weakness and inferiority” 
and the presumption that “it is in their nature that they rely on others 
and that their life has a meaning only according to others (family, hus-
band children)”. (10) It is the social factors behind women’s oppression, 
which, Horney identifies as “dependency”, that are crucial for Nikolić-
Ristanović’s claim that women are victimised on various levels in society 
simply for being women.
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To the Global Women’s Health Movement  
Through Women’s Health

Women’s health and feminist approaches to psychology were the subject 
of publications before VaW  and served as a preparatory theme to VaW. 
Leslie Doyal, a professor of health care policies published The Political 
Economy of Health in Slovenian in 1985.38 In her book What Makes 
Women Sick, Doyal saw the potential of “the participation of feminists in 
a wider, new, global health movement […] to de-universalise the Western 
approach”,39 that is, to legitimise other approaches to health than  

Fig. 5.2  Lepa Mlađenović. Photographer: Haya Shalom
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the model of organised medicine and to broaden the meaning of health 
to include other aspects of the human life. The Western biomedicinal 
model (discussed above) not only “separates the individuals from their 
wider, social environment” (15), it is also organised according to power 
relations along the lines of gender (16–17).40 While women’s “poten-
tial for biological reproduction is what separates women’s health needs 
most clearly from those of men” (24), this difference was subsumed to 
the patriarchal hierarchies and overshadowed other differences between 
women and men, precisely due to the exclusion of the social and the 
mental as crucial factors affecting the health of the individual. Health care 
issues discussed from a feminist perspective have been one of the major 
driving forces behind women’s movements from the early times of the 
movement. Through the matters of health, networks of women’s health 
opened up for the Yugoslav feminists, and especially for the women in 
the Belgrade group, which shaped the groups and their focus to a large 
extent.

In retrospect, Gordana Cerjan-Letica said: “a friend gave me the first 
copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves (OBOS). I saw how a women’s move-
ment can be organised along the issue of women’s health, this book was 
very important to me”. Although she saw the potential, and she herself 
even participated in a consciousness raising group at the US embassy in 
Zagreb with Lydia Sklevicky, it took some time for the Yugoslav fem-
inists to share their interest in women’s health. Nevertheless, Cerjan-
Letica, during her time as editor of the journal Žena, published several 
translations of feminist articles about women’s health critical of the status 
quo which were valid in the Yugoslav context too.

That women’s health was a ground for building a movement was not 
only the idea of Gordana Cerjan-Letica, but also the experience of Lepa 
Mlađenović. Beyond her encounter with anti-psychiatry, the formative 
momentum was a workshop organised by the feminist group ISIS in 
Switzerland in 1985. ISIS or Isis International (the group changed its 
name from time to time, originally taking it from the Egyptian goddess 
Isis) “began when a group of feminist activists from different countries 
and regions, working on the burning issues affecting women around the 
world, started communicating with each other. (…) We began as a small 
collective of women, gathering information from local groups and the 
feminist movement and sharing it through the Isis International Bulletin 
and resource guides. We also organized some of the first international 
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feminist meetings, all of this on a shoestring budget, powered by the 
energy of women and feminist activists around the world”.41

Isis started an exchange programme for women activists from dif-
ferent parts of the world in the early 1980s.42 The study visit lasted for 
3 months. During the first month fifteen women from five continents 
sat together day by and day to talk to each other about their lives. 
Mlađenović recalls this as a life-changing event for her:

This changed my life, it was the first time I could really think about myself. 
Because usually you don’t have time to think about yourself, you can’t 
get rid of this judging eye of patriarchy watching you. And then there 
you are, for 24 hours a day with women from Nicaragua, South Africa, 
China, Kenya, Paraguay. In South Africa, there was still apartheid. I think 
we always wanted to have women—only groups within Žena i društvo, we 
just didn’t know how. Here I learned how to facilitate discussions where 
we exchanged experiences.

In the group in Switzerland, the participants talked a lot about sex-
uality, violence and health, and came to the conclusion that “health is 
everything, in a way”. More precisely, in its interconnectedness with 
other aspects of women’s rights and women’s oppression in patriarchy.

The issues raised by the women’s health movement could gained 
traction in a more radical and interactive way through the tribine, the 
discussion series in the SKC Belgrade. The events in March-April 1986 
were mostly women-only events due to the sensitive topics. Though we 
lack the transcripts of the meetings, the titles of the talks reveal the main 
stream of thought of these. To start, Lepa Mlađenović talked about “the 
feminist approach to women’s health” in general, followed by Gordana 
Cerjan-Letica’s provocative title, “Medicine or poison: medicine as the 
tool of social control”, while Sofija Trivunac facilitated a discussion 
about abortion (“What abortion means to us?”).43 Here, as Mlađenović 
recalls, 25 women came together and shared their experience, and it 
was surprising how many of them had had an abortion already. She also 
emphasised that almost everyone came from the Belgrade Žena i društvo  
group, even those who were not supporting the idea of the women-only 
group in general. Women’s health was often discussed together with 
gynaecology and especially, childbirth. A talk about violence-free child-
birth and alternative modes of birth took place with Snežana Simić, 
Danica Radović-Solomun and Snežana Adašević-Petrović (a topic that 
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also appears in several publications later on), while another one criticising 
health care institutions focused on the experience of female patients in 
psychiatric hospitals, where former patients were invited to share their 
experience.

On other occasions, health, body image and nutrition were discussed 
in relation to women themselves eating (and how that affects their 
health and looks) as well as feeding others (being mothers and house-
wives). The talk was facilitated by Vesna Dražilović, who later continued 
to work on the theme of women and the health care system. A further 
event focused on women and AIDS, led by Sladjana Marković, as well 
as another one about the myth of women’s heterosexuality, presented 
by Sonja Lončar. To make women more aware of their bodies, a medi-
cal doctor, Svetlana Mitraković was asked to hold a talk about hormonal 
change and menopause.44

Feminist Writing About Women’s Health

The ideas about women’s health, developed in workshops, discussions 
and debates, soon appeared in publications too. Some of the written 
contributions were published as early as 1981 and they often pointed 
beyond the issue of women’s health to the issue of VaW. Jasenka Kodrnja 
published her story of giving birth in the popular bi-weekly Start, 
around the time of the beginning of the re-evaluation of childbirth con-
ditions in the USA and in Western Europe from a feminist perspective.45 
Kodrnja thematises the violence she experienced during her medicalised 
delivery:

I imagined giving birth to one’s own baby as a joyful deed, in which 
personnel, for whom this is their profession, help us. After giving birth, 
I felt as if I had been raped: by some unknown people, institutions, 
circumstances.46

Reinforcing Kodrnja’s assessment of what happened to her and 
Mlađenović’s critique of institutions, Sofija Trivunac recalled her mem-
ories of her birth giving experience. It made Trivunac more aware and 
focused on the topic:

After I gave birth to my second daughter, I started working more intensely 
on trauma prevention during childbirth. This was based on my very bad 
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experience in a socialist hospital. I wasn’t participating in the feminist 
group then any more, but I think that this was serious feminist work; we 
focused a lot on power relations and stereotypes.

Trivunac began to work with Iva Reich, the daughter of Wilhelm Reich, 
at this time. She learned and developed a technique to use Reich’s body-
work to release tension. She promoted the treatment of childbirth as an 
organic process, helped by baby massage after birth and a fulfilling sex 
life during pregnancy.

The issues in Kodrnja’s writing about birth and Trivunac’s practice were 
highlighted in the article of the journal Žena, making further crucial con-
tributions to the feminist scholarly corpus in Yugoslavia and proving again 
its ambiguous position (about the status of Žena, see Chapter 1). It was 
Gordana Cerjan-Letica, who as editor (and later only author of the journal) 
compiled sections about women’s health in general and with a special focus 
on reproductive rights and childbirth, with the aim to publicise critical fem-
inist ideas on the subject as much as the framework of Žena allowed. The 
thematic issues related to women’s health, representing a feminist approach 
and critical towards the existing model, were published in the 1980s. They 
included translations of and references to the grassroots and radical feminist 
publications from the USA, such as the (OBOS) publication,47 and the work 
of Ann Oakley, Barbara Ehrenreich, Sheila Kitzinger and Marsden Wagner.

Cerjan-Letica’s introduction to Žena’s 1986 special issue “Women 
and Health” addressed the main topics of the women’s health move-
ment [ženski zdravstveni pokret]: women and medicalisation, women 
and iatrogenic diseases, the relationship between health and wom-
en’s employment, the division of labour among health care workers/ 
employees, reproductive health and VaW. The selection of foreign pub-
lications is explained by the editor as due to the lack of original research 
from Yugoslavia: medical sociology, a discipline combining social factors, 
health and healthcare, was in a very early stage48—and it was Cerjan-
Letica who became one of the main researchers in the field. (It should be 
mentioned that in the very same issue, they start an interview series with 
women who worked as doctors in the partisan movement during World 
War II, presenting important biographies of women entering a field that 
was inaccessible to them in larger numbers before.49)

The selection of the texts and the choice of concepts in the “Women 
and Health” special issue not only aimed at institutional criticism, but 
also claimed new definitions. The mention of iatrogenic diseases, that 
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is the avoidable harm resulting from treatment in a medical facility or 
from advice provided by a member of the medical institutions, already 
hinted at the anti-institutional approach of the selection, and the feminist 
approach, which Cerjan-Letica openly emphasised, included the gender 
issues in the organisation of health care labour.50 Violence was one of 
the topics included, “understood here in its broad social context – from 
its most subtle form hidden in protective paternalism to the most savage 
forms of violence which are manifested as a form of social pathology”, 
wrote the editor (23). Reading between the lines, the text suggested that 
medical intervention against the will or without the informed consent of 
the patient leading to iatrogenic disease is a form of violence.

Health was redefined by the new scholarship, which had been much 
needed. “The language about health and illness” was dominated by the 
biomedical sciences which defined health as the lack of illness and the 
need to limit it. The new definition, however, took the concept out of 
this context by broadening it to the whole person, the “preservation 
of mental and physical integrity and control over one’s body” (23–24). 
Control over one’s body meant taking it out of the hands of the modern 
and centralised institutions, which argument in this issue of Žena is pre-
sented through the writings of women whose unquestionable authority 
was emphasised in the introduction. Barbara Ehrenreich was presented 
as “one of the prominent Marxist critics of contemporary medicine”, 
Marsden Wagner as coming from “a respectable and official institution”, 
the UN’s World Health Organisation. The other two authors, whose 
writings I analyse below, are Ilona Kickbush, a German political scientist 
specialising in health policy who has worked for the WHO for a long 
time, and Constance Nathanson, a health sociologist who has worked at 
the University of Chicago as well as Columbia University.

These articles made substantial conceptual interventions, by reinter-
preting existing concepts and introducing new terms. What Jasenka 
Kodrnja described as her own experience in her article in Start from 
1981, Wagner systematically criticises as part of institutionalised health 
care: the use of uncontrolled medical technology, unnecessary diagnostic 
equipment and the neglect of the social aspects, which lead to women’s 
experience of childbirth as violence, as well as to iatrogenic illnesses.51 
She emphasised women’s right to information and to control. The 
local author Željka Karalić, relying on OBOS, introduced the concept 
of hospitalisation of birth [hospitalizacija poroda] together with a new 
aspect of childbirth, quality of birth.52 The medical approach defined 
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by hard science is countered not only by a presentation of the dangers  
of medicalised birth as discussed by Wagner (42), but also by presenting 
such concepts as rooming-in (i.e. the newborn and the mother sharing 
the same hospital room), self-regulated feeding (instead of [breast]feed-
ing the infant according to a prescribed schedule, promoted by the insti-
tutionalised medicinal model), the idea of the fathers’ presence during 
birth and natural birth, where, as opposed to medicalised birth, in case 
of a low-risk pregnancy, the woman has a chance to give birth without 
medical intervention. While as a result of this, the baby is healthier, it is 
also empowering for the mother, as “women are enabled to get to know 
their own bodily functions better, which raises their self-confidence, 
which is the basis for a better prepared motherhood” (43). Karalić claims 
that while in Yugoslavia, the main reason for the hospitalisation of birth 
is the lowering of the mortality rates, despite the almost 100 per cent 
of hospitalisation, there is an inadmissibly high level of infant mortality, 
which the author attributes to existing, medicalised birth protocols. (43)

The texts of Nathanson and Kickbush questioned the unbiased nature 
of the health care system from a gendered perspective.53 Nathanson 
wrote about the so far neglected differences in the morbidity and mor-
tality rates depending on sex [spol], while Ilona Kickbush provided an 
implicit critique of the health advice books, such as the ones I ana-
lyse above. One of the points Kickbush made, is that since women are 
made responsible for the well-being of the family, even in the modern, 
nuclear family, women keep their traditional role as those closer to the 
body and to nature. This image is a mixture of the modern (through the 
small family) and the ancient (through the essentialist and even esoteric 
assumptions of women being closer to nature), which assigns women the 
role of the “house doctor” [kučni liječnik]. As a further aspect to this, 
Karalić analysed the power relations between the male doctors and their 
female patients. She identified all the rituals related to the position of the 
doctor and patient as part of the patriarchal culture, in a society where 
women have a marginal position. (44) She is influenced here by the radi-
cal feminist texts of Ann Oakley, who provided a thorough and firm criti-
cal analysis of these power relations in her writings from the 1970s.

Realising the power hierarchy between women and male doctors, 
both Kickbush and Cerjan-Letica searched for ways to question the sta-
tus quo. Women as “the representatives of the lay referral system, lay 
medical knowledge” have the opportunity to resist, for example by con-
tradicting the “professional” medical system.54 It is this liberating effect 
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that the women’s health movement promoted, and it reached the femi-
nists in Yugoslavia through publications and networks.

Problematising Violence Against Women

VaW  has been on the agenda of the new Yugoslav feminists from 
the beginning of the group’s history. As early as 1977, the dangers 
to women in public spaces and in the home through domestic vio-
lence were analysed by the historian who was one of the main intellec-
tual inspirations for many feminists in the country, Lydia Sklevicky.55 
Blaženka Despot wrote in a text in 1981:

Besides the question of their participation in the new, historical change 
of attitude to nature, a participation shared with the entire working class 
of Yugoslavia, [women] also have a specific problem – a restricted par-
ticipation in the historical events in the sphere of self-management […]. 
Self-managers beat their wives, too, a proof of the old relationship to nature. 
(Despot 1981: 37)

Sanja Iveković’s work about violence represented an early, new fem-
inist perspective. For example, in her Osobni rezovi (Personal Cuts, 
1982 – see Chapter 3), or the piece Crni fascikl (The Black File, 
1976) where nudes from sex advertisements are contrasted with the 
small portraits of missing girls from the dailies, thus pointing towards 
the connection between prostitution and crime. What gradually took 
shape in the academic literature, was already understood in Iveković’s 
early work on violence, and there are hints to it in the literary work 
of Slavenka Drakulić too. A similar understanding is reflected in the 
article series by Maja Miles in Start, the writings of Vesna Mimica in 
Bazar and Svijet.

The Žena i društvo group members discussed VaW, too, in the tribina 
series, at the same time as the SOS helplines and the polling research 
(Akciona anketa) were being prepared. There was a lecture about vic-
timhood in the tribina series, by Vlasta Ilišin and Vesna Marković 
in 1988, and a year later Vesna Nikolić-Ristanović, herself, gave a talk 
about her book Žene žrtve kriminaliteta, in discussion with Slobodanka 
Konstantinović Vilić and Dafinka Večerina. Večerina was the lawyer in 
Croatia who contributed substantially to the foundation of the first SOS 
helplines. Female genital mutilation (FGM), still often called “female 
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circumcision”, was spotlighted through the showing of a BBC film 
about FGM in Sudan, followed by a discussion, introduced by Vanda 
Krajinović, in 1987.56

These events and the entire anti-VaW activism were a timely endeav-
our inasmuch as it was in the 1970s that family violence entered the 
public discussions not only in the USA and Western Europe, but also in 
many “third world” countries. The UN Year of Women in 1975 largely 
contributed to the globalisation of the discussion.57 According to Janet 
Elise Johnson, writing about Russia and basing her analysis largely on 
Keck and Sikkink’s work on the globalisation of activism, VaW in the 
1970s “created solidarity between movements”, united feminist activists 
worldwide, “from the North and South”.58

Importantly enough, in the case of VaW, women’s rights and human 
rights converge so clearly that women’s issues cannot be treated as 
economic issues any more. In relation to the role of the UN, Johnson 
claimed that “violence against women was different from the typical 
women’s issues raised at the United Nations because the concept’s cen-
tral assertion was women’s right to bodily integrity”.59 The UN played 
an important role in the internationalisation of the campaign against 
VaW, while the networks and transfer of ideas happened at much lower, 
activist levels, as the Yugoslav case demonstrates very well.

Transferring Knowledge: The SOS Telephones

The foundation of SOS helplines for abused women and children was 
one of the most important achievements of the new Yugoslav feminists 
and is a milestone in the history of feminist groups. There is, however, 
an impressive ease in the way my interviewees talked about it: as the least  
problematic endeavour they had undertaken. The SOS telephones 
brought greater visibility to feminist ideas and meant the creation of a 
parallel institution working on an issue, violence between citizens, that 
belonged primarily under the sphere of responsibility of the state. At the 
same time, while domestic violence happening behind closed doors kept 
the phenomenon hidden, it also meant that offering help to its victims 
outside state institutions was not a direct clash with the establishment, 
whereas the demand for change in health care institutions meant a more 
direct attack on those institutions and thus was more difficult to achieve.

The first SOS hotline was founded in 1988 in Zagreb as SOS telefon 
za žene i djecu žrtve nasilja [SOS telephone for women and children 
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victims of violence], but the women in Belgrade had started planning it 
earlier on. Among the founders in Zagreb were Katarina Vidović, Vesna 
Mimica, Biljana Kašić, and Nela Pamuković. The Zagreb telephone 
started with 50 volunteers—this number was impressive and signaled the 
broad reach of the initiative.60 Organisation wise, the SOS telephone in 
Zagreb was a hybrid: the Opštinske konferencije SSO Trešnjevka and the 
Sekcija za društvenu aktivnost žena, two local state institutions, sup-
ported the initiative of the Ženska grupa Trešnjevka [Women’s Group in 
Trešnjevka, a district of Zagreb] in 1986. The Ženska grupa Trešnjevka 
was founded in 1985 under the auspices of the environmental associa-
tion SVARUN, an ecological activist group, which they separated from 
in 1988. The SOS helpline worked 24 hours a day, with 50 volunteers, 
taking 4 hour shifts.61 During the first month, they had calls from  
500 women and 32 children.62 In an apartment in Trešnjevka, they set 
up a shelter with 3 beds, where one woman could stay for 20 nights. 
From today’s perspective, the 20 days are not much, however, the mere 
fact that this option was on the table meant the acknowledgement that 
women need time away from the threatening vicinity of the abuser in 
order to be able to make decisions. The SOS hotline in Zagreb reached 
an agreement with the prosecutor’s office [Javno tužitelsjtvo] ensuring 
that children under the age of 3 would automatically be placed with the 
mother. This measure admits that women who are abused in a relation-
ship are less able to represent their interests facing the abuser.

The women in Belgrade have colourful memories of the foundation of 
the Zagreb telephone. As Vera Litričin recalls:

The idea came from abroad (…) Nada Četković translated texts from 
French, and Katarina Jeremić did a master’s degree in the US, where she 
also attended a course on SOS hotlines. Dafinka Večerina, a lawyer, was 
also helping. Lepa [Mlađenović] went to a 3-month course on women’s 
health in Geneva. We were discussing this theme more and more deeply in 
the all-Yugoslav gatherings. We have always been interested in the topic, 
but our discussions were becoming more specialised over time. I was very 
much surprised when the Zagreb women succeeded, they were so young, 
and we were advising them. It was a big step and a good model, the way 
they just started it without any hesitation.

Lepa Mlađenović wanted to start the helpline in Belgrade as early as 1985, 
after her women’s health workshop organised by ISIS. The preparations 
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for the helpline, with support coming from colleagues in Zagreb, began 
in 1987, but were interrupted when she travelled again, on a fellowship 
to Italy to continue her work on anti-psychiatry. This impeded the begin-
nings of the helpline in Belgrade, but allowed the women from Belgrade 
to learn from the experiences of the Zagreb helpline instead.63 Then, in 
1989, more women came from Zagreb, including Dafinka Večerina and 
a friend, Katja Jeremić, whose role was emphasised by everyone I inter-
viewed about the helpline.

In Belgrade, the institutional preparations of the SOS helpline are well 
documented and we can see the long list of state institutions, including 
the city government, the police, hospitals and social services, contacted 
by the feminists from FGŽiD for information about raped women.64 
Eventually, however, it was a woman in the Dom Omladine [House of 
Youth] of the city of Belgrade who understood very well the significance 
of the help such a helpline means and offered her office from 6 pm to 10 
pm every day for the purposes of the line. They were not even registered, 
so unlike the Zagreb situation, the unofficial helpline worked in an offi-
cial building and without any actual official framework. As Mlađenović 
added, later the helpline “changed the society”, especially when they had 
media coordinators and the topic of DV entered the wider media (see 
Chapter 4 about popular mass media). The helplines in the three capitals 
had a reach throughout the respective member states.

“Smrt Seksizmu, Sloboda Ženama”65:  
Anketiranje and Going Grassroots

In the process of establishing the SOS helplines, the Belgrade group 
initiated a polling, calling it Akciona anketa [action research], to gain 
insight into women’s lives in Yugoslavia through experiences which were 
not discussed so far, with the exception of a few articles, such as Lina 
Vušković’s articles about abortion, the maltreatment of single mothers 
and the issue of poverty (in the magazine Zum reporter, which we could 
call the “Serbian equivalent” of Start.66 The answers given to the polls 
provided valuable material for further organising. The polls in three sub-
sequent years (1986–1988) were organised around three topics, closely 
related to each other: women’s dissatisfaction with men (1986), solidar-
ity among women (1987) and women’s health and VaW (1988). The 
venues of the polling were the following central spaces in Belgrade: the 
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Terazije (1986), Kalenić pijaca [Kalenić market] (1987), the main rail-
way station and Knez Mihajlova street, Belgrade’s main street (1988) 
(Fig. 5.3).

The answers were analysed by the group members, who were aware 
that due to the methodology (or rather, the circumstances), the results 
might not be generalisable. The most basic issue was selection bias: the 
location where polling occurred, the women who agreed to answer the 
difficult questions, and even for those women, an in-depth interview 
might have resulted in different answers. Still, doing the surveys was 
one of the first steps to initiate discussions with unknown women on the 
streets about their views on their own situation in the Yugoslav society. 
Already the results from this small-scale research provided feedback to 
the group about what other women in Yugoslavia wanted, and what their 
realities and problems were.

The institutional support from the SKC probably contributed to the 
fact that the members of the FGŽiD could do the survey, as a letter was 
sent to the police announcing this activity.67 A similar, important and 

Fig. 5.3  Preparing the first Akciona anketa at the SKC in 1988, photograph by 
Lepa Mlađenović
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almost forgotten attempt to talk with women was made by Vera Litricin, 
also in Belgrade. Vera Litričin visited the Beko textile factory in Belgrade, 
employing mostly women, with Sonja Drljević. Litričin recalls:

We talked to the gynaecologist who worked at the factory: she told us that 
there were many, many miscarriages in the factory, because women were 
overworked. They often took night shifts to be able to be with their chil-
dren during the day. This was the first time that they heard about the fact 
that it is not just exhausting, but also dangerous, since it is unhealthy to 
exchange the day with the night shift.

Vera Litričin found it very important that it was a woman doctor tak-
ing care of the women in the factory. While the work they started 
with the factory stopped, a few years later it became possible to talk to 
women in an organised form about their experience living in Yugoslav 
society.

Lepa Mlađenović played a central role in all three surveys; the ques-
tions reflect the experience she had when she started travelling to meet 
other women’s groups working on women’s health and VaW. As she 
mentioned during our interview, they were then already reading the rad-
ical feminists’ work on rape and VaW, Andrea Dworkin and Catherine 
MacKinnon, and there are references to Mary Daly in Vidović’s writ-
ings. The three surveys in the three subsequent years have an arch: from 
the matters of division of labour in the household towards women’s 
solidarity and finally, health and violence. The surveys were always ana-
lysed, with the final analysis written by Lepa Mlađenović with the help of 
other women, for example Sladjana Marković and Žarana Papić. There 
were many more activists who interviewed women in the street polls. 
The names of those who worked with the surveys in 1988 are listed 
in the letter to the police: Jasna Borovnjak, Sladjana Marković, Marija 
Vojinović, Ljiljana Milovanović, Gordana Obradović, and from another 
source it appears that Žarana Papić also participated.

The Akciona anketa had the underlying aim of building a wider 
women’s movement, both by the act of asking women about these 
experiences and thus raising their awareness of their immediate sit-
uation and by publicising the findings from the surveys. The ques-
tionnaires also surveyed women’s willingness to organise with other 
women. For example, the interviewees were asked if they would be 
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willing to participate “in a strike/demonstration against men who 
beat and rape women” (1986), in actions where “women organise 
in a struggle for their rights” (1987) or simply “in feminist actions” 
(1988). As Lepa Mlađenović and Sladjana Marković summarised it 
in their analysis of the 1987 survey: “On the one hand women feel 
uncomfortable to identify with women, on the other hand they would 
very much want to fight for their rights, which tells about the ambiv-
alence and the great strength which the situation of women gener-
ates”.68 The answers to the questions prove that women—the ones 
who were asked—would be interested and willing to organise together 
with other women: 75% said yes to the question in 1987: “If there was 
a possibility that women organise in a struggle for their rights, would 
you participate in these actions?”,69 and in 1988, 90% of those answer-
ing supported the idea of the creation of an SOS telephone for women 
who suffered violence.70

There was a different understanding of solidarity among women, 
depending on the formulation of the questions. Women were, for exam-
ple, reluctant to say “mi, žene” [we, women / us, women], as they read 
the statement as admitting to their imposed inferiority. In the 1987 sur-
vey analysis, which often shifted towards a political pamphlet, the authors 
emphasised that “[c]hange will only happen if solidarity is understood 
as a political category”. They saw this as impeded by women’s lack of 
awareness of the fact that, despite the differences in their economic or 
social background, they have shared interests. It was after this survey in 
1987 where the women from SKC FGŽiD noticed that it was “women 
in fur coats”, that is, women seemingly from a better economical back-
ground, who refused to answer their questions. The report documents 
the shock and disappointment of the women in the feminist group, 
facing the class difference standing between women in a socialist state. 
These early reflections on the class aspect are worth mentioning in light 
of the later criticism from other activists as well as scholars about the 
new Yugoslav feminists for their lack of class sensitivity, coming from a  
middle-class background and from families with a good standing within 
the establishment.71

The survey analysis in 1988 reflected on the burdens mandatory het-
erosexuality put on lesbian women, as well as on women who are single, 
or live in a relationship with a man out of wedlock, or do not have chil-
dren. It was as if society wanted to compensate these women for the vio-
lence married women experience in their marriage from their husbands, 
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Mlađenović wrote sarcastically. Being an unmarried, especially lesbian, 
unmarried woman meant being in a vulnerable position, threatening 
to be pushed to the margins of society. As one of the interviewees of 
the 1988 Akciona anketa said, because she was alone (meaning not in a 
heterosexual relationship), even though she worked for the factory for 
27 years, unlike her married colleagues, she was only given a room in 
a barracks with unbearable and health-damaging conditions.72 Based on 
the analysis report, at least one woman talked to the interviewers about 
her sexuality and the difficulty of being lesbian: “nowhere can you even 
mention that you love a woman, and not a man. As if the whole society 
was heterosexual, as if there were not lesbians and gays all over the city”.

Another aspect to be emphasised is how the potential of organis-
ing had a clear political focus and a critical edge towards the state. In 
the 1987 survey about women’s solidarity, women are asked what they 
think of the KDAŽ, the official women’s organisation. Mlađenović and 
Marković concluded from this that “the women asked do not experi-
ence the KDAŽ as an organisation which is protecting their interests and 
through which they can realise their rights, but rather as an institution 
which serves the system and as such contributes further to gender based 
discrimination”.73 That women do not trust and are disappointed in the 
state institutions is further confirmed by the 1988 survey, where women 
admitted that in cases of violence they received no help from either the 
police, or the family, or those passing by.74

The questionnaire in 1988 originally focused more on women’s health, 
recognising the strong connection between women’s health and VaW.  
This version of the questionnaire was not used, as they decided on a sim-
pler one. In the analysis prepared, however, Lepa Mlađenović explained 
that, in the eyes of the institutions, health and violence are rarely related 
to each other and they conceive women as “reacting to violence in a con-
fused and irregular way”. In fact, violence affected their health in forms of 
diseases such as depression and migraine, lack of sleep and eating disor-
ders.75 The violence and the silence around it, caused by the “patriarchal 
imperative” of blaming women for being violated, add to the damage vio-
lence does on women’s nervous system, wrote Mlađenović. The argumen-
tation of this report from 1988 is supported by numerous quotes from 
radical feminists from the USA, whose theoretical work is deeply rooted 
in and is in a constant exchange with women’s activism, such as Adrienne 
Rich, Susan Brownmiller, Andrea Dworkin. The strong moral statements 
against violence and patriarchy quoted from these authors connected the 
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local Yugoslav feminists to the radical feminists in other countries, and the 
transfer of a radical political language contributed to the sharpening of 
the Yugoslav discourse too, with the Yugoslav feminists reaching a new 
level of activism, with clear political aims.

New Language on Violence and Health

Gordana Cerjan-Letica quotes R. Emerson Dobash and Russell  
P. Dobash’s Women, Violence, and Social Change about the relevance of 
the SOS helplines and the shelters from the perspective of feminist pol-
itics. In 1988, the book was still manuscript but Cerjan-Letica got hold 
of a copy at a conference in Cardiff about VaW. In her review article, 
Cerjan-Letica explained the basics about the feminist movements’ ini-
tiative of the struggle against VaW, with special respect to the feminist 
response to the problem. These are: informing and educating the public; 
setting up SOS telephones and consultation centres; creating a network 
of safe houses and shelters.76 The Dobash and Dobash quote, as it is in 
the English language publication today, is quoted in detail:

The refuge stands at the heart of the battered-women’s movement and is 
important for a variety of reasons. For the woman, it serves as a physical 
space where she can temporarily escape from violence, find safety and make 
decisions about her own life. Contact with other women helps overcome 
isolation and a sense of being the only one with a violent partner. For the 
movement, it provides the physical location from which to organise, and 
serves as a base for practical and political thought and action. (…) Thus, 
the refuge itself becomes a fundamental means by which feminist politics is 
developed, sustained and rekindled within the context of the problem itself 
and in close contact with the daily lives of its sufferers. (…) The provision 
of a physical space so thoroughly enmeshed in the problem itself and in 
the lives of the women and refuge workers is unique for most social move-
ments, and it is doubtful that a movement, rather than just a provision of 
service, could have developed or been sustained without it.77

That is, there was a great relevance of the shelters for the feminist move-
ment, the two are even codependent. It was a big step for feminist 
politicking, and this was why it was far more than yet another service 
provided for people with a certain need. It was the “personal is political” 
coming to life, and the helplines and the shelters played the very same 
role for feminists in the Yugoslav case.
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The journal Žena again proved to be a strange bedfellow for the fem-
inists: several of the principles, findings and theoretical basics of the SOS 
helplines were published here. Kodrnja and Vidović explained the most 
important principles of the freshly started SOS helpline in Zagreb. The 
authors found it important to elucidate that the feminism they talked about

is not delimited neither exclusive (…) rather it uses all that’s available from 
the existing discoveries and aspires for syntheses, in the core of which one 
finds, as constitutive elements, Marxism, existentialism, anti-psychiatry; 
syntheses which would mean a different lens of looking at and a different 
pattern of the male–female, individual–society, human community–cosmos 
relations.78

Indeed, the work on VaW called out for a mix of methodologies and the 
importance of providing definitions of feminism.

The positions of the institutions, which were criticised by the SOS 
volunteers and the new Yugoslav feminists in general, were spelled out at 
a conference in 1989, co-organised by the SSRNH, the editorial board 
of Žena and the Zagreb office of the KDAŽ. The conference name had 
not only women, but the family too: “Konferencija za društveni položaj 
žene i porodice grada Zagreba” [Conference for the social status of the 
woman and the family of the city of Zagreb].79 The event was organ-
ised under the influence of the changes slowly infiltrating the public 
discourse after the foundation of the first SOS helpline in Zagreb. The 
“dialogue” was very similar to earlier events, for example the Žena con-
ferences, when the representative of the official or state organisations and 
the feminists met. Each party repeated its own positions, although it was 
the official side which was expected to react to the criticism of its work 
(see MacMillan and Briskin about the relations between the state and 
social movements). What we can see is that the political and social insti-
tutions still focused on the family and children, in an attempt to exclude 
the gender aspect. They prefered not to speak about incest and in gen-
eral the sexual abuse of children,80 or even if they did, the patriarchal 
power dynamics within the family were not mentioned. Melita Singer, 
however, from the Žena editorial board, called attention to the impor-
tance of speaking about women too, following the example of the SOS 
helplines.81

Besides the focus on gender, the SOS principles also included a more 
detailed terminological differentiation between physical, psychological 
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or emotional, sexual and economic violence, all as sub-cases of DV and 
VaW. Katarina Vidović claimed that the psychological, social and eco-
nomic dependence of women on men made the various, yet interrelated 
types of violence possible; moreover, “VaW generates other forms of vio-
lence”.82 She also argued for the reconceptualisation of the family. In the 
terminology of the state institutions, the family was “a priori a harmonic 
community and an ideal form of human life”.83 She also pointed out that 
“the oppression of women is conceptually built into the bases of civilisa-
tion and throughout human history and in all societies (irrespective of 
class, ethnicity, race, religion and all other differences), on the negation 
of women’s individuality, capability and the power of women”. Vidović 
was highly critical of the state institutions in their treatment of VaW and 
DV, and several claims of the representatives of state institutions at the 
conference testified to the divide between these institutions and the new 
Yugoslav feminists.84

Criminology, Victimology and the Feminist  
Approach to Violence Against Women

The academic feminist discourse about VaW was quickly growing within 
criminology and from victimology, especially due to the work of Vesna 
Nikolić-Ristanović. The combination of feminism and victimology is not 
only surprising due to the radically different approach to victims, which 
Biljana Kašić pointed out in the quote at the beginning of this chapter, 
but also since the discipline was used extensively in the more and more 
widespread nationalist ideology, especially in Croatia.85 Victimology’s 
quest of the reasons and sources of victimisation often and easily shifted 
into victim-blaming, which strongly clashed with the feminist approach, 
positioning itself firmly within the human rights tradition, claiming that 
the person responsible for a crime is the person who committed it.

A lawyer by training, Nikolić-Ristanović remembered that her inter-
est in women’s rights came earlier than her interest in victimology. “The 
rights of women always also meant my own rights, my own fight against 
stereotypes”. When she began to work on the subject, the ignorance 
of her professors in the field of VaW and DV worked in her interest: as 
the professors were not familiar with the topic, they let her do what she 
wanted to. It became apparent during the presentation of her research 
at the SKC event organised by the Žena i društvo group, how limited 
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the understanding of her supervisor was of her work, when his comment 
during the Q&A led to a fierce debate with the feminist participants, 
who had a much clearer idea of what Nikolić-Ristanović was talking 
about. At that time (1980’s), the Institute of Criminology and Sociology 
had abundant research materials, including journals from abroad, and 
through its network, she could travel to conferences and consult with 
other experts. “The 1990s was just the opposite”, she added during our 
talk. “I didn’t find any literature, for example there was nothing available 
on qualitative methodology in Serbia”.

Vesna Nikolić-Ristanović’s work was complemented by the work of 
the activists who set up the SOS helpline, the shelters and the entire 
anti-violence movement. She was one of the first experts on victimol-
ogy in Yugoslavia, a discipline which was a novelty all over the world 
in the 1960s.86 Her work was influenced by psychoanalysis (Freud and 
criticism of Freud) and by new feminist publications, mostly in the field 
of psychology and sociology. Quite importantly, in 1980s, the volume 
Antropologija žene edited by Papić and Sklevicky was extensively refer-
enced in Nikolić-Ristanović’s publications too. In its language, her book 
“Women as crime victims” [Žene kao žrtve kriminaliteta] from 1989 
combined legal terminology and the vocabulary of the new feminism.87 
Throughout the book, she argued for “the need for a sex [pol] specific 
legislation”,88 as most laws are gender blind, while this was “crucial for a 
real protection of women under criminal law” (47).

The feminist concern with victimology was the easy shift into victim- 
blaming, and Nikolić-Ristanović was very sensitive to this aspect too. 
She provided a detailed overview of ways in which women became vic-
tims of crime, from murder through rape to economic crimes, including 
the omission to pay alimony and child support (46). In her analysis, she 
steadily argued that women, when they become crime victims, are not 
responsible for it. This approach was in synchrony with the basic prin-
ciples of the SOS helpline, which included that the volunteers on the 
helpline “do not blame the woman for her problem as this is what is 
the biggest difference between the SOS and the more established ther-
apeutic methods which one encounters in the social work centres and 
in the psychiatric practices. Thus women, who are the victims, and who 
come to the SOS for help, are not burdened any further”.89 Victim-
blaming as a principle was there in the feminist discourse of the time; 
however, the concept itself was not used extensively until after 1991.  
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The language and actions of the new Yugoslav feminists fought against 
the idea that rape victims could prevent rape by resisting their rap-
ist. However, such notions, using often the “emancipation-argument” 
and the claim that socialism in Yugoslavia achieved women’s full equal-
ity, were present extensively. At the conference in 1989, one presenter 
claimed that “how a woman reacts to the aggression from a man 
depends on her level of emancipation”.90 Importantly, the SOS volun-
teers and the experts such as Nikolić-Ristanović never failed to emphasise 
that women from all social standings could become victims of DV.

Establishing forms of VaW (physical, psychological or emotional, sex-
ual and economic violence), several feminist authors paid special atten-
tion to rape. Nikolić-Ristanović discusses the most up-to-date normative 
literature of the time about the assessment of rape as well as good prac-
tices. She analysed the existing Yugoslav legislation and made several 
suggestions as to how to include other forms of sexual violence that was 
not penetration with genitals into genitals, as well as to move rape out 
of the sphere of morality and treat it as violence. Her example was the 
State of Florida, in the USA, where rape was redefined as physical assault 
instead of an assault on one’s “morality”. The argumentation also relied 
on articles from Victimology and Crime and Delinquency, such as Gerald 
D. Robin’s “Forcible rape: Institutionalised sexism in the criminal jus-
tice system”.91 The position Nikolić-Ristanović held was to remove rape 
from the semantic space of sexuality and morals and to lift the blame 
from the victim and shift it onto the perpetrator. She worked towards 
dispelling the myths about rape which primarily focused on the victims 
of rape, for example their attractiveness, which idea Nikolić-Ristanović 
rejected, relying on extensive literature. (150)

Rape was the focus of several levels of feminist discussion, and 
approaches from fields other than criminology involved different sources 
and offered new definitions. Already in 1982, Lina Vušković published 
an article inspired by Brownmiller’s Against Our Will, interviewing 
professors of sociology and psychology in order to dispel myths about 
rape, emphasising that women who are raped are not responsible for 
it in any way, as well as the gendered power relations enabling rape.92 
While Nikolić-Ristanović focused on the legal aspects and her explana-
tions stemmed from a criminological approach, an article in the jour-
nal Gledišta edited by Daša Duhaček in 1990, written by Nevenka 
Gruzinov-Milovanović, explored the topic from a cultural and sociolog-
ical perspective.93 Her work was inspired by the new feminist literature 
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from the USA, Brownmiller’s Against Our Will, Andra Medea and 
Kathleen Thompson’s Against Rape, also, Jennifer Temkin’s Rape and 
the Legal Process,94 articles from various journals, including ones from the 
field of criminology and psychology, as well as Nikolić-Ristanović’s work. 
She treated rape as a product of patriarchy and emphasised that the 
legal prosecution of rape does not replace the achievement of women’s 
sexual autonomy, which in her reading, would be the best way to pre-
vent rape. She listed and criticised the various myths about victims lying 
about rape, provoking it or that rape is “part of human nature”—another 
step towards the ideas behind the concept of victim-blaming. The arti-
cle refuted the biological or natural motivation of rape and maintained 
that it is a social product, ending with the strong claim that “rape, above 
all, is a form of brutal psychological and physical violence […] a form of 
physical violence where sex is just a weapon”.95

Domestic violence and marital rape, as well as reproductive rights are 
all present in Nikolić-Ristanović’s book and in the SOS helpline publi-
cations. The former, which she calls krivični deo koji ulaze u domen 
porodičnog nasilja [criminal acts which enter the domain of family vio-
lence] (48), covered all forms of VaW, although it is missing from the 
Yugoslav legislation, together with one of its forms, marital rape. In 
Serbo-Croatian, silovanje u braku, is “rape in the marriage”. From 
Nikolić-Ristanović’s critical perspective, it is assessed as a result of “a 
conservative bourgeois understanding of marriage, where a woman is 
the property of the man”. (38) It is a form of victimisation from which 
women were unprotected in Yugoslavia (and most of the world), with 
the exception of Slovenia.

In her complex analysis, the author called “women’s right to choose 
about giving birth to children” as “one of the most important proclama-
tions following the triumph of the socialist revolution” (idem.). This was 
one point in the argumentation of the book where she criticised socialist 
societies for not abiding by this proclamation when “there is a growing 
demand for the increase of natality in socialist societies, which leads to 
more and more restrictions [of women’s right to choose] and the growth 
of ‘family ideology’ (idem.)”. Forced abortion and denied abortion are 
both considered forms of VaW, a violation of their physical integrity.

The most radical and therefore fascinating part of Nikolić-Ristanović’s 
book from the perspective of the relationship of feminism to state social-
ism is in the historical overview of women’s social position in different 
sociopolitical systems. While the aim of socialism is “the humanisation 
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of human relations and of the relations between the sexes and the eman-
cipation of women” (23), “the process of socialisation of women in the 
socialist family has not changed significantly in relation to capitalism”. 
The “complex social action”96 has not taken place, as the persistence of 
the double burden shows, among other things. Questioning the state 
narrative on women’s equality, Nikolić-Ristanović claimed that capital-
ism has also done a lot for women’s equality, to a large extent due to 
the pressure from the women’s movement. However, she added, “it only 
went halfway”, which means that we have half-finished processes in both 
socialist and capitalist societies regarding VaW. The step where the capi-
talist societies missed out on the improvement of women’s position was 
the lack of a “revolutionary spirit”, which in itself, however, is not suffi-
cient in the case of the socialist countries either. One crucial step in order 
to “overcome nature” was the spread of knowledge about VaW, and the 
other was women’s real economic equality. “Nature” here is the inequal-
ity which, according to the author, is at least partly created by women’s 
dependency caused by their reproductive tasks and alleged physical weak-
ness. As a third step, Nikolić-Ristanović emphasised the importance of 
legislation, although, she adds, many of the existing laws would be suffi-
cient, were the implementation not impeded by the persevering patriar-
chal attitudes.

According to the feminist approach, incest and child abuse [abuzus 
djeteta, zlostavljanje djeteta] are symptoms of DV and VaW. Before 
the feminist contributions, in previous literature, such as the volume 
Kriminalitet na štetu maloljetnika [Crimes harming underage chil-
dren],97 it was still the “negligence approach”, blaming the mother 
for the abuse the father commits, that dominated. Nikolić-Ristanović 
worked towards familiarising the readers with the more current scholar-
ship, and at the 1989 Žena-conference, some of the SOS helpline vol-
unteers openly confronted the representatives of established institutions 
about incest and child abuse. While the paediatrician Ivo Švel claimed 
that in Yugoslavia, “we have a much more humane approach to children 
than the German, the French or some others. […] while by us there is 
also rape of children [silovanje nad djetetom], but by us there has never 
been a sexual abuse of a child [seksualnog zlostavljanja djeteta]. We have 
not seen such a thing yet. An infant with a cracked anus or vagina, that 
we have not seen yet…”98 Proving these ideas wrong, the SOS volunteer 
and sociologist Biljana Kašić talked explicitly about incest, pointing out 
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a “negation in terms of the existence of incest”.99 Nina Kadić, another 
SOS volunteer, shared the statistics of the first 10 months of the SOS 
helpline in Zagreb: 560 children turned to the helpline, of whom 20% 
told about their incest experience.100

While incest became more widely discussed in Yugoslav states only 
after the dissolution of the country, the SOS helplines and shelters were 
an important first step towards the subject. Vera Litričin got the idea of a 
separate SOS helpline for young girls, incest and rape victims, when she 
realised that the shelter originally set up for adult women with their chil-
dren did not suit the needs of young girls who had to leave their homes 
because their own parents abused them.101 She started the separate help-
line in 1993, and the Incest Trauma Centre was founded a year after.

The work of Nikolić-Ristanović expanded in the post-1991 period. 
It is due to her efforts that the Viktimološko društvo, the Society of 
Victimology, was founded in Belgrade in 1997, with the aim to help vic-
tims of crimes and focus on prevention. Her working relationship with 
the feminists, not having been a core member of the Žena i društvo 
group, became closer after 1992, mostly around war rape and war mass 
rape. The late 1980s, however, was a promising time. Based on Nikolić-
Ristanović’s research, there were attempts to change the laws about VaW 
and DV, in cooperation with the SSRNJ. There was a promise on behalf 
of the organisation that DV would become a criminal offence as would 
marital rape, too. The war put an end to these negotiations.

In Conclusion: The Immediate Pre-war Years  
and the End of an Era of Yugoslav Feminism

“During the work on the SOS we realised that what we were doing was 
political, not just humanitarian”, said Lepa Mlađenović in our interview. 
It was and should not be simply social work, argued Mojca Dobnikar in 
an article.102 From the creation of the forums and semi-institutions for 
the elimination of the VaW, a new type of politics arose. As the FGŽiD 
Belgrade claims in an article in Student: “Violence is a political problem. 
The SOS telephone is women helping women, not an obtrusion of fem-
inist ideologies”.103 This different approach to the public sphere and a 
new self-perception was supported by the changing political landscape in 
the whole of Eastern Europe around the fall of the Berlin wall, leading 
to new political organising in Yugoslavia too. This not only meant the 
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strengthening of ethno-nationalism which had been infiltrating the pub-
lic space for several years by then, but also meant a more explicit femi-
nist reflection on politics, and later the diversification of feminist groups, 
including the Women’s Party [ŽEST, Ženksa stranka]. While the multi-
plication of the feminist groups is the moment when my story ends, the 
discourses preceding it still belong here.

Through the discourse about VaW, the place of feminism was explic-
itly rethought in a human rights framework, and the interconnectedness 
of women’s political participation and the concept of democracy received 
growing attention. Women who took the lead in feminist activism and intel-
lectual intervention against the spread of ethno-nationalism, such as Daša 
Duhaček and Vlasta Jalušič, but also Lepa Mlađenović and Rada Iveković, 
published articles in the last years before the war which signaled the begin-
ning of a new era. A new era where, as they envisioned it, women’s political 
participation and role in democracies were the focal point, and not anti-war 
activism, which they were forced to engage in, eventually (Fig. 5.4).

Politics and the political participation of women, in the light of the 
emerging alternative political entities, make the question relevant again. 
Women’s political participation was not about the insider matters of the 

Fig. 5.4  Vlasta Jalušič, Biljana Kašić, Žarana Papić in the early 1990s
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SKJ or the KDAŽ, but a chance to influence the public sphere. Since the 
dissent of the new Yugoslav feminists had its focus on political power, 
although engaging the state from the outside,104 balancing between 
what Linda Briskin calls “mainstreaming” and “disengagement”,105 the 
attention was slowly shifting towards the new groups and parties, as their 
significance became more and more clear and present.

On the pages of the Sarajevo journal Oslobođenje, in an article about 
the Zagreb SOS helpline, the authors demanded change. Nihana Kadić: 
“Our goal is to achieve the end of the patriarchal system. Our goal is 
to stop politically empty phrases about the women’s situation, which 
has, up to now, been reduced to women’s reproductive function”.106 It 
was the knowledge the activists gained from the experience of women 
in Yugoslavia, shared on the SOS helpline, which sharpened their polit-
ical statements, while it was the political environment which tolerated 
the statements being published in the media. The growing dissatisfac-
tion with women’s status in Yugoslavia following the anti-VaW work was 
accompanied by dissatisfaction with the way women were disregarded 
by the emerging political groups and parties. Feminist political organis-
ing was targeting both the patriarchal remnants in the SFRJ and the new 
conservativism and the ethno-nationalism of the new forces. That poli-
tics without women is problematic, that is, that a “democracy without 
women is not a democracy”, as the slogan from 1993 says, was one of the 
prevailing messages emerging around the time of the new elections.107

The Žena i društvo group’s aim was to enhance women’s signifi-
cance as a target group of politics. So the events in 1990 also included 
a discussion with representatives of political parties, organised by the 
newly founded Ženski LOBI (Women’s lobby), an organisation grown 
out of the Žena i društvo group, about another question: “Who are 
women going to vote for?”.108 The Ženski LOBI was already active in 
the Yugoslav legislative processes, especially concerning the laws on fam-
ily planning and population policy, that is, the planned laws restricting 
abortion,109 which became a more burning problem a few years later and 
mobilised women all over Croatia, Serbia, but especially in Slovenia.110

The struggle against nationalism became one of the main themes of 
feminism in Croatia, Slovenia and Serbia after 1991,111 but the Žena i 
društvo group was only slowly integrating the concept of ethnicity and 
a critique of nationalism into its agenda. As the Yugoslav feminist con-
ferences in 1987, 1988, 1990 and 1991 show, the women in the Žena 
i društvo group had it among their plans to involve more and more 
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women from all the other member republics, which plan failed due 
to the wars. There were some attempts though. In 1988, they invited 
a scholar from Berkeley, Jenet Reineck to give a talk at the Žena i 
društvo tribina session about her research on women in Kosovo.112 
The solidarity of the Žena i društvo was more clearly spelled out in 
the article about the helplines, where the women volunteering on the 
Zagreb helpline called out for the rights of women in Kosovo “to con-
trol their own bodies”. Furthermore, connecting to the growing eth-
nicisation of rape, they emphasised again that rape is primarily a form 
of VaW, which returned later in the anti-nationalist feminist discourse 
after 1991.113 This article also gave voice to a group of women rep-
resenting Albanian women in Kosovo, who called attention to the 
oppression of women in Kosovo, also seen in their lack of control of 
their contraceptive rights.114
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Piotr Wcíslik (Budapest: CEU Press, 2014).

	 114. � Peranić – Hamulić, “Ko to lomi adamovo rebro”.
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Vera Litričin: “That this was pionirski rad [pioneering work], I only realised 
later, when the wars broke out.”

Vesna Nikolić-Ristanović: “Despite the hard times in the 1990s, we had 
a decade before that. So, at least we didn’t start from scratch in the 2000s. 
We had already the shelters, the SOS, the legal knowledge. We knew what was 
needed to help women.”1

Thinking of the history of feminism in the past two decades, Christine 
Stansell decides to call it “a feminist promise”. As she explains: “Few 
feminists sign in for life. […] I anticipated a quick exit, because the cause 
seemed so indisputably just and the remedies so obvious. […] We were 
after the business of being fully human. And in the late 1960s, achieving 
full humanity seemed like the most natural thing in the world”.2 Stansell 
faced what the new Yugoslav feminists also had to face: that the feminist 
project is never done, though small successes can be achieved. The new 
Yugoslav feminists reflected on the promise of the partisan movement 
and the emancipation politics of Yugoslav socialism, criticised the state 
for its betrayal of its promise and hoped to make real change. The great-
est change they did achieve was the creation of a feminist form of dissent 
and a new feminist language, an intervention into the existing discourse 
on women and women’s rights, thus providing not only a vocabulary, but 
also new ways of organising, new forms of collectivities and even parallel 
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institutions that lasted far beyond the existence of Yugoslavia and which 
became a resource for the times during and after the wars of the 1990s.

As we have seen, there is an arc of the developments of new Yugoslav 
feminism, marked by different interpretations of concepts and thus con-
stantly contributing new meanings to the ideological set-up of femi-
nism. The first steps, explored in Chapter 2, were taken in academia. The 
closed circles and small audience enabled a few academic women and 
men to start thinking about the developments of new feminism in the 
USA and Western Europe and search for its relevance in Yugoslavia. As 
I emphasise at several points of this book, the narrative of the partisan 
movement and women’s important role in the independence of social-
ist Yugoslavia was convincing, and therefore, the new feminists were try-
ing to reconcile feminist ideas with the existing ideology, while they also 
used these feminist ideas to express dissent.

The investigations into the possibilities of feminism in Yugoslavia, 
exploring the radical, liberal and revolutionary versions emerging else-
where, were supported by the rethinking of concepts such as work, fam-
ily and patriarchy and with the introduction of a new terminology for 
gender and sexism. The SKJ’s discourse on women’s emancipation was 
dominated by the prevalence of the class question and general human 
emancipation, općeljudske emancipacije. The new Yugoslav feminists 
challenged this position by claiming that women’s oppression cannot be 
solely handled by subsuming it to the class questin. They introduced the 
concept of gender [rod] into the social scientific and later, into the public 
discourse in Yugoslavia (though until the 1990s they used it alternately 
with the term sex [(s)pol]). By the late 1980s, gender was one of the key 
concepts in the dissenting discourse of the feminists. While developing a 
markedly feminist critique of state socialism and the success of women’s 
emancipation, they took inspirations from critical Marxist thinkers as well 
as a broad variety of feminists from all over the world.

One of the influences, French post-structuralist feminist theory was 
just as important in the academic world as it was in the fields of arts and 
literature, as I demonstrate in Chapter 3. Arts and literature offered a 
space for a discussion parallel with the one in academia, where the new 
Yugoslav feminists argued for the “women’s question” to be replaced by 
the concept of feminism. Similarly, the feminists suggested the replace-
ment of the concept of “women’s literature” with žensko pismo, the local 
variant of the French écriture féminine. The theoreticians, curators, 
artists and writers together contributed to a changing landscape of the 
Yugoslav art scene, which the visual artist Sanja Iveković criticised for its 
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formalism and patriarchalism in her 1975 “Women in Art – žene u jugo-
slavenskoj umjetnosti” [Women in Yugoslav Art]. The refusal of patriar-
chy characterised the work of both Rada and Sanja Iveković, the fiction 
of Slavenka Drakulić, Judita Šalgo and Irena Vrkljan and was com-
bined with a new frame for thinking of the female body and sexuality. 
However, women’s creativity and women’s writing were not simply the-
oretical issues, as Drakulić, but also Dubravka Ugrešić and Sanja Iveković 
extensively reflect on. The appearance of strong women artists and writ-
ers happened with the emergence of new feminism in Yugoslavia, despite 
the claim that women’s equality was ensured and that there was no 
need for a separate agenda for women in art. The work of these women 
proved that there was a need for new discussions of women’s creativity, 
women’s body and motherhood.

Popular mass media, the theme of Chapter 4, published many of the 
ideas of the intellectuals and artists whose work I analyse in the previous 
chapters. Several women’s magazines, the political bi-weekly, Start, and 
a handful of TV shows became important forums of the new Yugoslav 
feminism. These mediums were not only colourful examples of publish-
ing and censorship practices in Yugoslavia, but also offered space for a 
more explicit language about sexuality and violence. High circulation 
numbers and audience rates meant access to more people, while the wider 
audience required the “tuning down” of the use of the terms “feminism” 
and “feminist”. The chapter emphasises that despite relative independ-
ence gained through the high circulation numbers (the magazines could 
finance themselves from advertisements and subscriptions), there was a 
steady presence of self-censorship. This stemmed not only from the pres-
sure from the state, but also from the conservativism of the readership 
and the audience of these mediums. This is telling about the ways the 
state-proclaimed equality of women and men did (not) reach the popula-
tion and did not considerably change the patriarchal attitudes to women.

Sexuality and violence were the central themes of the reorganised 
feminist groups, as we can see in Chapter 5. Supported by the lesbian 
members of the group and by joining international women’s networks 
against VaW and to advance women’s health, the women in the Žena 
i društvo groups acquired new knowledge, which influenced not only 
the feminist language, but the forums too. The women-only groups 
offered a space for the discussions of intimate issues, which then in 
the spirit of “the personal is political”, influenced the feminist political 
agenda as well. Activism reached the streets with a polling project of 
the SKC Belgrade, and the feminist approach to supporting women 
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and children victims of domestic and partnership violence reached the 
wider population of Yugoslavia through the SOS helplines in Zagreb, 
Ljubljana and Belgrade, and the first shelter in Zagreb. Connecting 
the lack of protection of women and children from violence in the 
homes to the violence and injustice women face in the health care sys-
tem, one of the symbols of modernised self-managing socialism, was in 
itself a direct criticism of the failures of the equality project of the state 
(Fig. 6.1).

Looking at these two decades of history of new Yugoslav feminism, 
there is a growing radicalisation in their dissenting position towards a 
weakening federal state. Through the introduction of a new feminist 
language, the shortcomings and failures of institutions and policies 
were targeted. Much of the inspiration came from the “Western sec-
ond wave”, but there was firm basis provided by the particular heritage 
of the WWII partisan movement in Yugoslavia, involving hundreds of 
thousands of women.3 This tradition was a source of strength in the 
belief of the next generation of young women that they were entitled 
to equality, since their mothers and grandmothers fought for it them-
selves. The answer to the question why and how the presence of a 
strong and coherent form of feminism was possible in Yugoslavia dur-
ing socialism is manifold. One layer is certainly the partisan heritage, 
supported by the almost commonplace openness of Yugoslav social-
ism, characterised, among others, by a relative freedom to travel and 
the flexible publication laws. Another aspect that we cannot ignore is 
the contingency of these women who became the core members of the 
feminist groups and who are the main protagonists of this book—how 
they got to know each other, the way their friendships were forged and 
the decisions they made.

The presence of a feminist dissenting discourse in a socialist regime in 
Eastern Europe highlights the post-feminist attitudes of socialism: femi-
nism was not refused in the name of conservatism or traditionalism, but 
in the name of progress. In Eastern Europe, in this case, in Yugoslavia, 
we find women’s emancipation policies without feminism, which still 
shared many of the demands of feminism in the “West” emerging in 
the 1960s. While, as rightly pointed out by the Yugoslav feminists, the 
emancipation politics of state socialism lacked crucial elements which 
might have led to real equality and emancipation, many of the policies 
and institutions of the socialist welfare state need to be acknowledged4—
as was also done by the Yugoslav feminists.
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Fig. 6.1  The stall of the Slovenian SOS helpline at the conference of the 
Slovenian Union of Socialist Youth
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The limits of my research are partly the limits of the material in focus. 
The Žena i društvo groups were centred in the big cities of the three 
most developed republics of the SFRJ, their members were urban intel-
lectual women, and the homogeneity of the group unavoidably led to a 
sociability problem. Again, as I show at the end of Chapter 5, there was 
a promise of a more grass-roots and socially diverse movement, which 
was disrupted by the wars in the 1990s, but it remains an open question 
if the developments of a pluralist capitalist liberal democracy would have 
supported class and ethnic diversification of feminism. However, what we 
know is that the new feminist knowledge did not reach the vast majority 
of women. As Elissa Helms points out, the women’s rights activists of 
the 1990s in Bosnia-Herzegovina were almost completely unaware of the 
work of the Žena i društvo groups, whereas the feminist language and 
feminist knowledge created by the group made a lasting effect on femi-
nist thought and practice of the region that was socialist Yugoslavia.5

Feminism in Yugoslavia in the 1970s and 1980s was no doubt a com-
plex and exciting phenomenon, a gold mine for the intellectual historian. 
Due to this complexity, there are a few themes that regretfully remained 
untouched or were only marginally addressed in this book. Religion 
is there in a few articles with a feminist orientation and would deserve 
more attention,6 as well as the ways feminists conceptualise fascism.7 
Both themes are fascinating in their positioning vis-a-vis the socialist 
Yugoslav state and are important predecessors of the burning issues of 
the 1990s.

My exploration strives to contribute to the diversification of the his-
tory of feminism, through a story of new feminist dissent in Yugoslavia, 
with all the details from the attempts to criticise existing socialism from 
the direction of critical Marxism through a fascinating variety of work of 
women artists to anti-violence activism. A story taking place in a country 
at the time of the Cold War, which was neither “East”, nor “West”, of a 
feminism which was not the socialist state solving the “women’s ques-
tion”, not the “Western second wave” and not the postcolonial women’s 
movement of the Global South, is a contribution to the reconsidera-
tion of our categories of post-WWII history. Also, as much as the cate-
gories of “normal” (“Western”, “first world”) and “exotic” or “other” 
(“Eastern”, “Communist”, “Third World”) should be rethought, so 
should the perception of Yugoslavia as the ultimate exception in the 
history of post-WWII East European be treated with some reservation. 
While the coherent and organised feminism emerging in Yugoslavia was 
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indeed exceptional in the region, much of its intellectual inspirations 
were part of a shared regional context, and much of the criticism leve-
led by new Yugoslav feminism against the state could be addressed to 
any other post-WWII socialism in Eastern Europe. Thus, a history of a 
feminist group from one country in the region contributes to our under-
standing of the history of feminism and the history of women’s emanci-
pation in the region and beyond.

Notes

1. � Interview with Vera Litričin (Belgrade, 31 May 2011) and Vesna Nikolić-
Ristanović (Belgrade, 5 June 2014). The interviews took place in English, 
Serbo-Croatian or a mixture of both. When there is no translator indi-
cated, the interviews and all quotations in this book are my translation.

2. � Christine Stansell, The Feminist Promise: 1792 to Present (New York: The 
Modern Library, 2010), 395.

3. � According to data based on the Leksikon Narodnooslobodilački rat i rev-
olucija u Jugoslaviji 1941–1945 (Belgrade: Narodna knjiga, 1980) quoted 
by Barbara Jancar, out of the 800,000 partisans fighting in the NOV 
(People’s Liberation Army and Partisan Detachments of Yugoslavia—
Narodno-oslobodilačka vojska i partizanski odredi Jugoslavije), 100,000 
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Out of these, 600,000 were carried off to concentration camps (German, 
Italian, Hungarian, Bulgarian and Ustaše), where around 282,000 of 
them died. In the course of fighting, 2000 women reached an officer’s 
rank and many of them were elected members of the Anti-Fascist Council 
of National Liberation of Yugoslavia. After the war, 91 women were 
accorded the honour of National Hero. Barbara Jancar-Webster, Women 
& Revolution in Yugoslavia 1941–1945 (Denver, CO: Arden Press Inc., 
1990), 205. These numbers from 1980 were used by the regime in 
every official discussion, but their accuracy is questionable. The demog-
raphers Bogoljub Kočović and Vladimir Žerjavić (working with the 
Victimological Society in Croatia), independently each other, presented 
proof that the overall number of dead during WWII in Yugoslavia was 
closer to 1–1, 1 million people, as opposed to the 1.7 million declared 
by the regime. Therefore, the number of women who died in the war 
may be lower too. However, the numbers here are relevant due to their 
role in the changing discourse about women’s equality. See Bogoljub 
Kočović, Žrtve drugog svetskog rata u Jugoslaviji [Victims of World War II 
in Yugoslavia] (London: Veritas Foundation Press, 1985); and Vladimir 
Žerjavić, Gubici stanovništva Jugoslavije u drugom svjetskom ratu [The 
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4. � Francisca de Haan, ed., “Gendering the Cold War. An Email Conversation 
Between Malgorzata (Gosia) Fidelis, Renata Jambrešic´ Kirin, Jill Massino, 
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and Jill Massino, 59–74 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, c.2009).
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Routledge, 2017); Bojan Bilić, We Were Gasping for Air: [Post-]Yugoslav 
Anti-War Activism and its Legacy (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2012); Bojan 
Bilić and Vesna Janković, eds., Resisting the Evil: [Post-]Yugoslav Anti-
War Contention (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2012); Zsófia Lóránd, “Feminist 
Criticism of the ‘New Democracies’ in Serbia and Croatia in the early 
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