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But there are other images from the past that lurk in the background. The 

portrayals of Partizankas, female fighters and activists during World War II, appear as 

antithesis to the depictions of female imagery produced by the Yugoslav wars. These 

women became visible actors in public consciousness and memory, offering a counter-

memory to victimized women of Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 1990s. The symbol of a 

Figure 1 Traumatized 
woman, Bosnian Muslim 
rape victim. Photo taken 
by Anthony Lloyd, noted 
war correspondent and 
former British Army 
officer. 
 

Figure 2 Bosnian Women 
during Yugoslav Wars. 
Photo taken by  
Andrew Kaiser-
G.A.F.F./SIPA PRESS, 
Autumn ‘92. 

Figure 3 Bosnian women weep 
at the grave of a victim of the 
infamous Srebrenica massacre, 
at a memorial cemetery in 
Potočari, near Srebrenica (AFP 
Photo/Koca Sulejmanovic) 
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successfully executed revolution, became an image of a female solider equipped with a 

gun, uniform and a hat with a red star (petokraka) (Figure 4).Yet, the juxtaposition of the 

females in the post-war World War II imagery of Yugoslavia and contemporary 

depictions of victimized women of Yugoslav wars show two opposing representations 

(Figure 5 and 6). Two polar opposites of memorialization separate these women as if the 

gender politics came from two different cultures and were not separated by only a few 

decades. The former generations of resolute, resilient female soldiers and activists 

contend with the symbolism of fragile, wailing women engraved as the victims, as if their 

lives halted when their loved ones ceased to exist. This contrast between victims and 

heroes highlights significant contributions by women in the post-World War II period and 

showcases a longstanding tradition of Marxist feminism and, later, Yugoslav socialist 

feminism. In the Yugoslav context, Partizankas appear as strong, successful women who 

not only have achieved emancipation but became revered symbols of National Liberation 

Movement (NLM). Also, the comparison between victims and heroes illuminate a 

juxtaposition between women’s status in the socialist Yugoslavia and post-Yugoslav 

countries.    
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Figure 4 Young Partizanka Figure 5 Women in war torn Bosnia. 

Andrew Kaiser-G.A.F.F/SIPA PRESS, 

Autumn 1992. 

   

 

 

 

Figure 6 Female Brigade during World War II. 

This chapter focuses on Partizankas’ representations in Yugoslav cinema, 

Yugoslav historiography and Yugoslav public spaces from 1945 to contemporary times. 

The exploration of popular culture and official imagery reveals the depth of Partizanka’s 

penetration into public consciousness and memory.  The depiction of gender – based 
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violence that paints women as victims rather than active agents in war simultaneously 

furthers ethnic divisions in the post-Yugoslav era, as Jelača posits, Partizankas’ 

representations served to alleviate ethnic differences by adherence to the supranational 

Yugoslav identity in post-World War II period. Partizankas became symbols of trans-

ethnic nation building, a victorious revolution, and indicators of progressive politics in 

action. These achievements appeared in popular culture and official imagery/rhetoric to 

testify to the visibility of female fighters and activists in public memory. In contrast, 

pictures of victimized women and their realities in the 90’s serve to advance ethnic 

divisions and hinder the reconciliation process. By dividing the timeline into three 

different periods (1945-1980s, 1980s-2000, 2000-present) I show that Partizankas as 

symbols of a successful revolution continuously appear in popular culture and public 

spaces. I focus on continuity rather than on fragmented collective memory of Partizankas 

in order to illuminate their accomplishments both during the war and later in public 

memory in Yugoslavia. A slow return of Partizankas—as well as other Yugoslav insignia 

in both popular culture and academic research in recent years testifies to the presence and 

cultural relevance of the Yugoslav idea despite the borders and ethnic politics separating 

the former republics. The upsurge in depictions of Partizankas following World War II 

attests to the Communist Party of Yugoslavia’s (CPY) commitment to women in return 

for their participation in war. Since the Yugoslav regime controlled and monitored 

production of film, historiography, and monument building, the ideological component in 

portrayal of Partizankas played a crucial role. Nevertheless, the Yugoslav project viewed 

through a lens of female actors showcases that gender equality reflected CPY’s 

commitment to the Yugoslav unity. Women’s status in society became firmly tied to the 
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progression/digression of the Yugoslav idea. As the commitment to the Yugoslav 

supranational identity weakened in cultural spheres, so did the image of Partizankas 

faded. The abandonment of cultural dedication to the Yugoslav idea by the political 

echelon also betrayed promises to women’s progress. Despite the failure to continue 

improving women’s status in the Yugoslav society, Partizankas remained standing as a 

testament to the achievements of gender equality, successful revolution, and the anti-

fascist struggle. 

The majority of current scholarship on cultural memory focuses on Yugo-

nostalgia, a term derived from a positive sentiment toward the socialist postwar project. 

As sociologist Ivana Spasić suggests in her exploration of contemporary Serbian society: 

“majority remembers socialist Yugoslavia in laudatory tone, with the feeling of loss and 

nostalgia.”139 Collective memory formation in the Yugoslav context acquires a 

specialized meaning devoid from ideological impetus. Or as Svetlana Boym coins two 

tendencies of nostalgia, restorative and reflective, where the former centers on the efforts 

to “rebuild the lost home and patch up the memory gaps,” the latter focuses on the 

reconstruction of monuments of the past to commemorate “the dreams of another place 

and another time.”140 This reflective nostalgia in the Yugoslav context proves the 

continuity in collective memory about socialist Yugoslavia. Although the remembrance 

of Partizankas in particular gets overshadowed by the atrocities of the 1990s conflict, 

their presence deserves further attention in order to offer alternatives to victimization of 

women during recent Yugoslav wars. Along with Yugoslav insignia, Partizankas 

                                                      
139 Ivana Spasic, “Jugoslavija Kao Mesto Normalnog Života: Sećanja Običnih Ljudi u Srbiji,” 

Dissertation, (Univerzitet u Beogradu, 2012), 578. 
140 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, (New York: Basic Books, 2001), vii. 
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partisan who becomes a deserter (Ljubiša Samardžič) and a girl with the number 26 

(Milena Dravić), along with a photographer and Nazi aggressors. This anonymity attests 

to many lives lost during WWII without any particular glorification.  The photographer 

binds the characters together through his collection of the photos. This shift toward a 

more realistic view of devasting effects of war also presents this Partizanka as a nameless 

individual trapped by chaotic violence. Additionally, a portrayal of partisan deserter 

points to the emergence of more complex narratives compared to earlier movies where 

such a critical approach would have created official controversies. In one scene, Milena 

Dravić walks by the body of water as bombs keep falling around her. She aimlessly walks 

along the shore without paying attention or reacting to the bombs. Her resigned attitude 

reflects the numbness that war brings, erasing not only the joys but the existence of 

individuals who become mere human shells in the midst of violence. 

The image of Partizankas shifts from the one seen in Slavica and moves toward a 

less glorified depiction. In one of the occasional dialogues in the film (since the majority 

of movie is narrated in first-person perspectives), Ljubiša Samardžić calls after the girl: 

“Hey young man!” to which she responds: “I am not a young man, I am a solider!”151 

Later in the movie, as she recollects their encounter, the Partizanka downplays her role as 

a solider and rather perceives herself as a lesser combatant in comparison to a male 

partisan who becomes her lover. She proclaims war chose her, rather than the other way 

around.  When she carries a rifle, one of the soldiers from her unit tells her that it looks 

good on her, especially now since she is in love. The emphasis on her femininity in 

comparison to earlier films signifies the shift from heroic and gender-neutral depictions 

                                                      
151 Puriša Djordjević, Devojka, (1965, Avala Film), film. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LH4HgyIMUw4&t=3316s 
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to a more gendered representation of female combatants. Yet, when other characters 

discuss her involvement in combat, there is no surprise reaction but rather an 

indifference, indicating how common female participation was during wartime.  

This film denies the realities of fratricidal animosities and offers a one-

dimensional view of the conflict. The play with characters’ names symbolizes the 

flattening of individuality to point to its insignificance during a large-scale violence 

where humans become casualties. At some point in the film, a nameless couple gives 

each other the names Petar and Rain (Kiša) to highlight the obscuring of the individual 

among those who fought for the revolutionary cause. At the same time, the film also 

obliterates the individual and reduces her/him to an insignificant actor caught not only in 

the war but also within the ideological ideas that strip important cultural layers that make 

up a person. Simultaneously, the war strips Partizanka of her femininity that she tries to 

regain in a scene where she takes of her uniform to try on the female clothing and hats 

which she decides to wear to the battlefield, marking her presence as awkward and out of 

place. The transformation from a soldier to a woman wearing a civilian dress points to the 

inner struggle concerned with the identity that she did not choose for herself but was 

forced into due to the circumstances. In that attire without a rifle she dies as a woman not 

as a solider.  While Petar perishes as a soldier, Rain falls as both a solider and woman. 

Their gazes permanently fixed on each other as they lay dead in the field.  

The new film in Yugoslavia marked a shift from socialist realism to a more 

distinct and idiosyncratic partisan genre. 1960s movies represented a vibrant film 

production and attested to the importance of war narratives to both the Yugoslav regime 

and audiences. The new film became “a lightning rod which attracted heated polemic 
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exchanges on the ’proper’ role of artistic expression in a socialist state.”152 The foci 

centered on decentralization and democratization of Yugoslav society and self-

management to distance itself from the Soviet-style socialist realism.153 However, in the 

70s scholars attempted to “degrade Serbian ‘novi’ film” as “bleak portrayals of socialist 

reality (which) became undesirable in the period of ideological ‘normalisation.’”154 

Particularly, the cultural debates surrounding the official language of Yugoslavia 

culminated in the pushback from the authorities against Croatian communist during the 

period coined as the Croatian Spring ending in 1971. This controversy as well as the 

earlier cultural debate between a Serbian writer Dobrica Ćosić and a Slovene critic Dušan 

Pirjevec in regard to the relationship between Yugoslav republics introduced the elements 

that illuminated ethnic and regional discord at the expense of Yugoslav unity. Still, 

internationally acclaimed films, such as Battle of Neretva (1971) and Battle of Sutjeska 

(1973), became the epitomes of the partisan genre and the perpetuation of the Yugoslav 

ideal. The cast, which included Russian-American Yul Brynner in Neretva and American 

Richard Burton in Sutjeska, testify to the expansion into international cinema. Tito 

handpicked Richard Burton to portray his wartime leadership role; this move signified a 

shift in Tito’s previous stance where he instructed film directors to stay away from the 

portrayals of his persona.155 America’s iconic actress Elizabeth Taylor accompanied her 

husband Burton to Yugoslavia and paid a visit to Tito himself at his vacation residence in 

                                                      
152 Goulding, Liberated Cinema, 66. 
153 Ibid. 
154 Peter Stanković, “1970s Partisan Epics as Western Films: The Question of Genre and Myth in 

Yugoslav Partisan Film,” in Partisans in Yugoslavia: Literature, Film and Visual Culture, edited 

by Miranda Jakiša and Nikica Gilić, (Bielefeld, Germany: Verlag, 2015), 249. 
155 Pavičić, Jurica, “Titoist Cathedrals: The Rise and Fall of Partisan Film,” in Titoism, Self-
Determination, Nationalism, Cultural Memory, Vol II, Gorana Ognjenović and Jasna Jozelić, 

eds., (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2016), 55. 
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Brioni. This visible display of hosting American actors symbolized Yugoslavia’s unique 

Cold War status. This change to the actual depiction of Tito’s character show the 

significance of film industry not only in propagandizing but also chronicling Yugoslav 

history and public memory of WWII. 

In both films, women hold various roles, such as nurses, doctors and fighters, 

pointing out the importance of female involvement in World War II. The movies can 

easily be confused with each other as they follow standard partisan genre scenarios 

overtly vilifying Nazis and fascists while glorifying Partisans achievements, and 

highlighting transethnic brotherhood and unity. Both films are based on factual 

operations Swartz and Weiss that took place during the war. However, “the new elements 

of sexuality and a new degree of conformity with old ideas about femininity” emerge in 

these films.156 Historian Jelena Batinić describes a scene where “one Partizanka, for 

example, a demolition woman, is shown as she takes a bath in the river with a Partisan 

commander at her side, with explicit hints at a sexual relationship between the two.”157 

This shift to Partizanka’s sexualization attests to the reversal of gender norms as the new 

generations, distanced from the immediate post-war memory, projected contemporary 

gender attitudes onto the silver screen. The shift in portrayals of women as more 

sexualized objects signal the weakening of Yugoslav unity as the progress of women 

itself indicated the growth of ethnic accord in the immediate period in cultural 

presentations after World War II.These two movies continue to perpetuate Yugoslav 

founding myths of WWII as the National Liberation War and Yugoslavia as a unique 

                                                      
156 Batinić, Jelena, “Gender, Revolution, and War: The Mobilization of Women in the Yugoslav 
Partisan Resistance During World War II,” (Doctoral Dissertation: Stanford University, 2009), 
336. 
157 Ibid. s 
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socialist regime. The fact that the Yugoslav movie industry invested untold material and 

financial resources into the production of Kozara and Neretva movies, spoke to CPY’s 

commitment to continue propagandizing Yugoslav unity.158 This came as a response to 

the Croatian Spring where some prominent Croatian communists and intellectuals, such 

as Miroslav Krleža, called for a separate Croatian language instead of the hyphenated 

variant of Serbo-Croatian. In order to subdue the regional sentiments that threatened 

Yugoslav unity and a unitary cultural policy, the CPY once again turned to cinema 

production to galvanize founding myths of NLM including Partisans and Partizankas and 

economic self-management.  

The Fall of Partizanka (1980-2000) 

The words of the prominent TV anchor Miodrag Zdravković “Comrade Tito has 

died!” (“Umro je drug Tito!”) reverberated throughout the country. The announcement 

left Yugoslavs confused and grief-stricken as if they nervously anticipated the events that 

were about to unfold.  Tito’s death on May 4th 1980 marked the beginning of the end of 

transethnic unity among the diverse Yugoslav nations. Seen as the only leader who could 

not only overcome internal ethnic differences but also secure Yugoslavia’s prestige in the 

world, the earlier fervor for unity turned into cynicism and pessimism. The following 

decade featured economic instability, rising nationalisms, and a complete abandonment 

of cultural polices aimed at achieving Yugoslav unity. For the film industry, however, 

this general uncertainty meant a freer political climate which allowed the depictions of 

“contradictions of human nature” and “human imagination.” The directors of the 1980s 

                                                      
158 Peter Stanković in his article “Titoist Cathedrals: The Rise and Fall of Partisan Film,” states 

that the Battle of Neretva film still stands as one of the most expensive European movies ever 
made.  
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examined “the labyrinthine, sometimes coercive, infinitely complex surfaces of Yugoslav 

reality.”159 This reality encompassed, as Daniel Goulding argues, “vulgarization and 

spread of such ideas by extreme nationalist parties and leaders of all stripes.”160 When 

Great Transport was released in 1983, it was considered to be the last example of the 

partisan genre. The audiences appeared disinterested since there were “no more school 

projections, no sense of global importance and success, no unifying father figure and no 

enthusiasm for big, costly film projects.”161 As the Yugoslav idea waned, so did 

depictions of Partisans in general and Partizankas in particular.  

While the first feature partisan movie Slavica included a female lead, the last 

partisan film Great Transport relegated women to supportive roles. The movie begins 

with a typical narration about the war situation and informs the viewer about the group of 

1,000 men and women who courageously marched toward Bosnia from Vojvodina in 

order to contribute to the National Liberation Movement. One of the female protagonists, 

Dunja, a Party activist and translator, accompanies Pavle, the leader of the transport 

carrying food and other supplies in capacities. Although Dunja carries a gun, she does not 

actively engage in combat but rather serves as Pavle’s right hand and his lover.  

A notable difference that sets Great Transport apart from other films appears in 

the depictions of inner conflicts between civilians and Partisans that marched together, 

showing a complex reality of the NLM. Unlike previous films of this genre, Great 

Transport suggests the presence of interethnic/regional and ideological conflict that 

predated World War II. Despite the fact that some civilians disagreed with the Partisans 

                                                      
159 Daniel Goulding, Liberated Cinema, 17.  
160 Goulding, Liberated Cinema, 145. 
161 Pavičić, “Titoist Cathedrals,” 59. 
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at first, the Partisans still managed to overcome the initial resistance to their movement.  

The rape of a character Dragana, a Romani woman, also appears as a novelty in the 

partisan genre. Toward the end of film, two German soldiers abduct Dragana only to 

assault her moments later. The camera narrows down on her face as she is being violated. 

Luckily for her, one of the civilians who happened to be in the same convoy as her, 

comes to her rescue. This portrayal of savagery committed by Germans gains a new level 

in YU cinema in this explicit depiction. The choice to render a Romani civilian female as 

a rape victim rather than a Partizanka showcases the level of veneration toward 

Partizankas and suggests the impossibility of such acts toward them. Dragana’s ethnicity 

as a Romani further singles out Serb/Croat/Muslim women as the epitomes of Yugoslav 

femininity and labels them as sexually pure, almost angelic. Untainted, the virile Dunja 

marches along with others in the convoy to Bosnia, successfully completing the mission. 

While Slavica heroically dies at the hand of Nazis, Dunja continues to contribute to the 

liberation movement disappearing in the crowd of Partisans. Her blending in symbolizes 

the fading of Partizankas, as a cultural trope, dissappearing in the following decade, 

before they re-emerged in the 1990s as “ugly, hysterical and merciless avenger(s).”162 

The fall of Partizankas’ image followed the trajectory of Yugoslav disintegration. 

As long as the commitment to transethnic unity thrived, so did the representations of 

Partizankas flourish. As soon as the nationalistic rhetoric interjected into public 

discourse, the focus shifted onto revisionist themes that aimed at obliterating anything 

                                                      
162 Renata Jambrešić and Reana Senjković, “Legacies of the Second World War in Croatian 

Cultural Memory: Women as Seen through the Media,” in Aspasia, Vol. 4, (2010), 84.  

The authors discuss the TV series Files of Four: The Story of Bleiburg (Četverored, priča o 

Bleiburgu, 1999) in which the imagery of armed women both Partisan and fascist appear as 

monstrous or evil. This false equivalency served to deny any reference to the socialist past in 

objective terms and instead aimed at the revision of historical facts.  
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socialist or Titoist. However, in the 1980s the mainstream popular culture still included 

overt Yugoslav imagery. The publications of Partizankas’ auto(biographies) continued to 

appear and bands such as a Yugoslav legendary pop rock band White Button (Bijelo 

Dugme) persisted in unifying Yugoslavs through music. Socialist holidays such as The 

First of May (Prvi Maj), Day of the Republic (Dan Republike) and Day of Youth (Dan 

Mladih) continued to be celebrated around the country. Although the economic and 

political crisis culminated into food shortages and other hardships, the cultural sphere 

appeared strong. Comedies became the most popular genre of this period with TV series 

such as Better Life (Bolji Život) or sequel films such as Zhika’s Dynasty (Žikina 

Dinastija). Although the state and cultural workers never abandoned the YU project, the 

legacy of the partisans played a diminished role. The flop of the last partisan movie Great 

Transport showed the loss of interest in this particular genre and highlighted the 

problems of funding as moviemakers had to secure non-state, foreign sources to fund 

their productions.  

Simultaneously, women’s role in Yugoslav society took a backseat to economic 

and political issues. In 1991, Slovenia gained independence and by doing so, caused the 

domino effect in the region. Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina followed Slovenia’s 

suit as Slobodan Milošević sent troops to countries who wished to separate. The 

interethnic conflict among Serbs and Muslims ensued in 1992, while Croats switched 

alliances throughout the Bosnian conflict. By 1995, Yugoslavia was reduced to ashes as 

roughly 140,000 people lost their lives in Yugoslav wars with 100,000 in Bosnia alone, 

with another four million displaced.163 Once a country of brotherhood and unity, boasting 

                                                      
163 ICTFY Report 
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a prominent role on international stage, Yugoslavia disappeared from the map. Yet, the 

Yugoslav idea persevered since cultural exchanges between the now six different 

countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Slovenia) 

continues.The question of Kosovo’s status remains disputed by Serbia and Republika 

Srpska (a de facto autonomous entity in B&H forged after the Dayton Peace Accords). 

Nevertheless, the continuous references to the Yugoslav period constitute more just than 

nostalgia (Yugonostalgia) but an alternative to current instability in the region, whether 

imagined or real. The memory of Yugoslavia offers a coping mechanism against the 

atrocities of the 90s as well as against the kleptocracy, right-wing extremism, clericalism 

and rabid ethnic nationalism evident in recent years.   

Cultural fight for survival: Remembering Yugoslavia (2000-Present)  

The contest for public spaces between World War II monuments and newly 

erected commemorative structures reveal the cultural complexities of memory in former 

Yugoslav republics. For example, football clubs commemorate fallen soldiers in 

“memorials which honor impossibly pure socialist heroes (who) coexist awkwardly 

alongside those dedicated to supporters who gave their lives in pursuit of ethnically 

exclusive states.”164 The paradox of displaying in tandem two opposing ideologies, one of 

ethnic unity and the other of ethnic exclusivity, uncovers the ambivalent legacy of a 

Yugoslav supranational project. Similarly, the juxtaposition of Partizankas and rape 

victims of the 90s reveal the conflict in public spaces between the commemoration of 

strong, agency-driven actors on the one hand, and frail, victimized women, on the other.  

                                                      
164 Richard Mills, “Commemorating a Disputed Past: Football Club and Supporters’ Group War 

Memorials in the Former Yugoslavia,” in History, Vol.97, No. 28, (October 2012), 540. 
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The memory of Partizankas and Partisans in public spaces stand out as a reminder 

of simpler times with distinct victors when compared to a chaotic situation of the 90s and 

the ongoing transition period.  This specific type of nostalgia -Yugonostalgia- is “based 

on the constitutive fiction of a viable supranational sense of unity”165 offers a possibility 

for continuing a shared cultural project of the Yugoslav idea. Based on the real past 

projected onto imagined future, Yugo-nostalgia serves as a commentary on current 

nationalist, separatist reality. Rather than viewing this nostalgia as “the incurable modern 

condition,”166 the viability of the multicultural, multiethnic and multilingual Yugoslav 

project as a positive step toward reconciliation and cooperation deserves attention. Yugo-

nostalgia as a form of cultural memory can inform an improved Yugoslav idea that defies 

chauvinistic, fascist and nationalist tendencies plaguing the Balkans. The post-World War 

II monuments, although in decay, remain standing as reminders of a past that competes 

with the contemporary cultural presentations of controversial historical figures and/or 

depictions of victimized ex-Yugoslav nations. On the one hand, the tall statues of strong, 

determined women featured as the commemorative symbols represent both feminine and 

national strength. On the other hand, more recent representations of women cowered and 

crying counter these previous representations, signaling the regression that occurred in 

the post-socialist era. The mural depicting Srebrenica’s victims in Visoko, BiH and their 

perished family members showcases a distinct type of commemorative renditions that 

perpetuate women as a weaker gender compared to the socialist Yugoslav monument 

building. (Figure 1 and Figure 2) These victimization images, as scholar Elisse Helms 

                                                      
165 Zala Volčič, “Yugo-Nostalgia: Culutral Memory and Media in the Former Yugoslavia,” in 

Critical Studies in Media Communication, Vol.24, No. 1, (March 2007), 25.  
166 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, xiv. 
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asserts, flatten the identity of these women with that of dehumanized rape survivors.167 

These victimized portrayals undermine the strength of rape survivors who continue to 

come to terms with the onslaught they survived as the attempt to heal. The legacy of 

Partizankas and AFW offer a historical example of agency-driven women who despite 

the hardships that war brings organized to fight for women’s improvement in Yugoslav 

society. They serve as a reference point and historical legacy for contemporary women 

and their presence is visually widespread in World War II monuments around ex-

Yugoslav republics. 

 
 

 

                                                      
167 Ellise Helms, Innocence and Victimhood: Gender, Nation, and Women’s Activism in postwar 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013), 32. 

Figure 1  
HAD Collective, 
“Silence” (2016) in 
Visoko, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. 
Photo taken by 
Ilhana Babić.  
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The practice of renaming streets, town squares and buildings dates back to Nazi 

occupation during World War II. To reverse Nazi-era changes, a new socialist regime 

implemented counter-naming measures and selected names that would reflect 

brotherhood and unity. During the Yugoslav wars of the 1990’s the name-changing began 

anew, but this time to erase any trace of the socialist legacy. Most recently in Zagreb both 

right-wing and moderate groups pushed for the renaming of Marshal Tito’s Square (Trg 

Maršala Tita) to The Square of Croatia (Trg Hrvatske) which they successfully achieved 

in 2017. The revisionist approach to history in former Yugoslav republics became the 

dominant narrative debunking foundational myths including the National Liberation 

Movement, Partisans and Partizankas and Tito himself. During the Yugoslav wars, many 

monuments have been demolished and/or damaged with the attempt to erase traces of 

Yugoslavia itself. However, these memorials still stand as reminders of the anti-fascist 

fight of Yugoslav Partisans and Partizankas and the fact that current authorities do not 

actively seek their destruction as in the case of street renaming showcases the 

significance in cultural legacy in all former Yugoslav republics. 

Figure 2 
A close up of a 
mural created by 
HAD Collective, 
“Silence” (2016), 
commemorating 
Srebrenica victims 
in Visoko, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina. 
Photo by Ilhana 
Babić. 
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After World War II, Tito commissioned monuments to commemorate NLM and 

the fallen soldiers throughout the country. Although the majority of the monuments 

represented partisan brigades collectively while some commemorated individual heroes, 

other statues stand out because they feature female fighters front and center. More 

recently, Martino Stierli’s exhibit in New York City’s MoMa “Toward a Concrete 

Utopia: Architecture in Yugoslavia, 1948-1980” attempts to introduce Yugoslav 

architectural influences to international audiences. In The New York Times review of the 

exhibit, the author implies that “these concrete spomeniks (monuments) aimed to unify 

multiethnic Yugoslavia through futuristic abstraction.”168 The monument “Freedom” 

(sloboda) at top of Fruška Gora, carrying a feminine label in Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian 

(BCS), portrays Partizanka as symbolizing a successfully executed revolution. (Figure 3) 

At the top of “Freedom,” a woman in civilian clothing is gesturing the call for a fight 

while at the bottom of the monument a handful of Partisans and Partizankas stand. While 

the feminine, gun-less version of Partizanka dominates the statue, the lesser male and 

female Partisans gather at the bottom. Underneath the soldiers, the relic of Partisans 

fighting against Nazis commemorates the struggle for liberation. She emerges 

untouchable, erected above those she commands and those who find themselves at the 

site, timeless and prophesying Yugoslav unity. Her depiction still hovers over Fruška 

Gora and attracts curious tourists.  Another such example appears in Tetovo, Macedonia. 

A tall statue of a female soldier clenching her fist with a stern face looking ahead depicts 

Partizanka, or “A Female Fighter” (Žena Borec) as the name of the statue suggests. 

                                                      
168Jason Farago, “The Cement Mixer as Muse,” The New York Times, July 2018 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/19/arts/design/architecture-in-yugoslavia-review-moma.html 
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(Figure 4) Similarly, the “Monument for the Fallen Fighters” in Viškovo, Slovenia 

features a woman holding a star and a sword in remembrance of those who gave their 

lives for the anti-fascist fight. (Figure 5) A number of plaques appear sporadically across 

the ex-Yugoslav republics in remembrance of female national heroes. Overall, ninety-one 

Partizankas hold the decoration of national heroes, the most in the world in relation to 

population totals.169  

The presentation of Partizankas in both film and public spaces suggest the 

importance of female soldiers in Yugoslav cultural memory and public consciousness. 

While the ideological component and propagandistic nature of such representations 

cannot be ignored, Partizankas nevertheless serve as a symbol of progress and victory in 

ways that are deeply embedded in collective memory. Their slow but evident resurrection 

attests to the cultural interest in the Yugoslav past whether commercialized or not. 

Particularly, in the politically volatile environment in ex-Yugoslav republics, the images 

of Partizankas along with NLM serve as a reminder of what transpired and what can 

possibly occur in the near or distant future. For the film industry, the “Yugoslav film 

experience survives, even if Yugoslavia itself has slipped into oblivion,” since film 

communities from ex-Yugoslav republics continue to work “against overwhelming 

odds.”170 For the Yugoslav idea, these continuous mentions and depictions of Partizankas 

and other Yugoslav insignia in posthumous Yugoslavia serve as a testament of a 

successful supranational project despite the country’s disintegration.  

 

                                                      
169 Batinić, 345. 
170 Daniel Goulding, Liberated Cinema, 232. 
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Figure 3 “Freedom” 
(Sloboda), a monument in 
Fruška Gora to 
commemorate NLM.  
Architect: Sreten 
Stojanović, 1951.  
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Conclusion 

As the 1990s postwar hysteria subsided, the image of Yugoslavia found its way 

back into public consciousness in all of the ex-Yugoslav republics. In the transition 

period YU memorabilia attained a different sort of meaning for its consumers. Just as the 

face of Che Guevara appears omnipresent on various apparels, so does Tito’s image show 

up in souvenir shops around the former republics. White Button (Bijelo Dugme) in the 

early 2000s, a legendary Yugoslav rock band, brought together former group members 

Figure 5 
 “Monument for the Fallen 
Fighters” in Viškovo, Slovenia. 

Figure 4 
“A Female Fighter” in 
Tetovo, Macedonia.  
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and successfully organized and executed a world tour, including the United States. 

Croatian TV series Ponos Ratjkajevih (Ratkajev’s Pride) (2008) show Partizankas and 

Partisans in a more sympathetic light once again. On the day of Tito’s death, the older 

generations, visit his grave in Belgrade in the House of Flowers (Kuća Cveća) to pay 

their respects to the former president. In Croatia, individuals organize to protest the 

renaming of Zagreb’s square despite the recent removal. The anti-fascist legacy of 

Partisans and Partizankas gains a new level of importance as fascistic tendencies in 

Croatia continue to rise. Yet, Yugoslavia or at least an idea of unified Yugoslavia 

continues to present itself as younger generations can recite lines from Valter Brani 

Sarajevo or Otpisani, iconic Yugoslav films. The music industry, more than any other 

cultural medium, offers a platform where popular entertainers and artists expand their 

market around former Yugoslav republics connecting former countrymen culturally and 

economically. 

And where are the Partizankas as Yugonostalgia frames the post-Yugoslav era? 

The transformation from a fierce soldier into a civilian female underwent a long process. 

While Partizankas served as a norm of Yugoslav femininity, they relegated qualities to 

de-mobilized every-day, ordinary women. Their legacy influenced social, educational and 

gender related policies in the postwar era. Partizankas’ images became synonymous to 

the spoils of the revolutionary anti-fascist fight. With the disappearance of soldier-like 

qualities of Partizankas, a new civilian Partizanka has taken over. She does not have a 

gun or a uniform, but she appears among those that are willing to continue their legacy of 

gender equality and Yugoslav unity with borders or without them. The turbulent 1990s 

obscured Partizankas’ image, only to resurrect in the archives. In 2018, the translation of 
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The Lost Revolution: Women’s Anti-Fascist Front Between Myth and Forgetting points to 

the commitment among predominantly female intellectuals and academics to preserve 

AFW and Partizankas’ memory through the efforts of the Association for Culture and 

Arts Crvena.  A 2015 Jelena Batinić’s monograph about Partizankas attests to the 

growing interest in the subject in order to continue gender specific inquiry in former 

Yugoslavia. In 2017 on a popular children’s Serbian TV music show Pink’s Stars 

(Pinkove Zvezdice), then 11-year-old Katarina Radulović from Podgorica, Montenegro 

preformed a song by Rani Mraz Count on Us (Računajte na nas) written in 1978. This 

patriotic song, one of the many from Yugoslav music genre, included the themes of 

battles of the previous generations and primarily served to continue the principles of 

brotherhood and unity among Yugoslav multi-ethnic society. Katarina’s performance 

signifies how deeply felt the Partizan movement’s ideals remain decades later. The 

educational programs in all of the former Yugoslav republics adhere to their own 

revisionist interpretation of history. And yet, the Yugoslav legacy still finds its way into 

public consciousness as seen in a bold performance by young Katarina. To paraphrase 

Aleksandar Bošković in his discussion of the Lexicon of YU Mythology, Yugo-nostalgia 

can have emancipating effect on citizens living in the politically and economically 

volatile environments in the ex-Yugoslav republics and offer a new, more tolerant and 

inclusive path toward mutual future. Once again, women’s status reflects national 

standings in the former Yugoslav republics and instead of resilient, strong willed 

Partizankas, rape survivors and mothers of those that perished in Srebrenica emerge as a 

mirror of the current sociopolitical situation. Victims rather than heroes dominate the 

collective memorialization relegating the absence of a high ground where victors are 
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losers and heroes appear as brutalized, raped women taking a back seat to the economic 

and political challenges. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This research comes in time of a wave of protests in former of Yugoslavia, 

particularly in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. In Serbia, demonstrators are taking to 

the streets to oppose the current president Aleksandar Vučić who has become the face of 

state-sponsored violence against dissent, free speech suppression, and economic decline. 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina an unusual coalition between individuals from both ethnic 

entities171 has been formed, sparked by a killing of a young man, David Dragičević, 

exposing corrupt police force who engaged in a cover-up. Politicians’ reluctance to 

investigate the case is telling of widespread palm-greasing. For almost a year in the 

center of Banja Luka a series of protests organized by the group Justice for David 

continues to take place on David’s Square (renamed by protestors) in order to seek justice 

for this unresolved crime. Davor Dragičević, David’s father, galvanized popular support 

with his emotional pleas not only within Bosnia and Herzegovina, but beyond her 

borders. In December of 2018, the government issued a warrant for Davor Dragičević, 

accusing him of jeopardizing public safety and banning all the meetings on Banja Luka’s 

square without proper authorization.  

These protests showcase the general dissatisfaction within Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and its corrupt leadership’s inability to establish viable economies and 

decrease the astronomic unemployment rate which now stands at over 40%. Young 

people are leaving daily to find better opportunities within the European Union and 

elsewhere. This exodus will only add a strain to already depleted economies exploited by 

these kleptocratic, corrupt regimes who use ethnic and religious divisions to maintain the 

                                                      
171 Bosnia and Herzegovina consists of two legal and constitutional entities Federation of B&H 

and Republika Srpska with very few non-Serbs living there.  
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status quo. Women’s rights, like during the Yugoslav wars and twenty-three years later, 

continue to be an afterthought in a politically, socially and economically unviable 

circumstances. Traditional norms, propagated by religious institutions, curtail women’s 

opportunities as more “pressing issues” take precedence. For support, women and 

LGBTQ+ population turn to left-leaning grass-roots organizations who advocate for their 

rights but face well-funded chauvinistic and misogynist elements in both government and 

wider society. 

Yet, these protests cannot bring political and social changes without the 

sustainable alternatives that could replace current regimes. In the decades after the 

Yugoslav wars, anything remotely associated with the Yugoslav past has been shunned in 

favor of strict ethnic/tribal nationalisms. But how do we then place Yugoslav women who 

contributed to the creation of such a socialist regime explored in this thesis? Since they 

were not coerced but instead willingly engaged with CPY to promote women’s rights, 

how is it possible to undermine and dismiss their achievements? In a search of 

alternatives, current populations living on the ex-Yugoslav territory, ought to turn to the 

unprecedented achievements of women and men who fought in NLM and subsequently 

created a unified, multi-ethnic, multi-religious, multi-lingual society based on 

brotherhood, sisterhood and unity. The lessons of these three decades abridge these 

seemingly irreconcilable identities and can serve as a guidance to create more tolerant 

and cooperative societies living in close proximity to each other. The Yugoslav idea 

fused with the socialist ideology can serve as a cultural characterization rather than 

national one and can help ex-Yugoslav republics stray away from bourgeoning fascism 
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and rampant nationalisms. Reconciliation, rather than division, should take precedence 

over segregation, discrimination, and hatred.  

This project reassesses the Yugoslav example in general, and women’s 

contributions in particular, and more broadly contributes to debates on women’s 

involvement in war and nation-building processes. Women’s presence in armed conflicts 

is not unusual but rather normal and frequent. Furthermore, I trace the memory of female 

soldiers in Yugoslav cultural mediums and reinforce the claim that women’s 

contributions became interwoven with the larger Yugoslav project, making them 

mutually inclusive. As long as Partizankas were remembered, the Yugoslav idea 

advanced. Once the memory of their achievements started to disappear from public 

consciousness, so did the Yugoslav idea. Usually, the creation of public memory after 

traumatic events freezes the imagery of victims, victors, and perpetrators and establishes 

a national narrative(s) that promotes collective recuperation. After the Yugoslav wars, the 

public memorialization is telling since women are generally depicted as victims and no 

decisive victors emerge out these conflicts. Juxtaposed to strong-willed Partizankas, this 

collective remembering reflects the psychological state the ex-Yugoslav societies find 

themselves in.  

In the international context, this thesis showcases that women within socialist 

regimes exercised their agency within the parameters of their own respective 

governments. The parallels to other women in revolutionary movements such as 

Vietnam, Nicaragua, El Salvador and Chiapas, attest to the shared women’s experiences 

based on gender-dictated positionality in the political sphere. This geo-temporal 

comparison situates Yugoslav women in their rightful historical place and illuminates 



 100 

 

their unique contributions that stand apart in their legacy and success. Also, when 

presented with opportunities, women willingly engage and advocate for the betterment of 

their status.  

The growing interest in the subject of Partizankas and AFW by younger 

generations showcases that their legacy informs ex-Yugoslav activists and scholars and 

serves as an example of unity and cooperation. The online Archive of Antifascist 

Struggle of Women of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Yugoslavia attests to this curiosity as 

the creators want “to preserve and make known historical evidence about the work and 

activities of the Antifascist Front of Women of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Yugoslavia, 

as well as about women’s participation in the People's Liberation Struggle and in the 

building of Socialist Yugoslavia.”172 Despite of prevailing traditional norms in the ex-

Yugoslav societies “both the music and film industries simultaneously challenge and 

affirm normative gender and sexuality roles, creating a dynamic field of cultural 

contestation.”173 Yugoslav themes are often invoked in these cultural contestations and 

serve as challenges to current traditional, misogynist, chauvinist, right-leaning depictions. 

Economically too, music and film cater to a wider Balkan audience in order to make it 

more relatable and appealing hence profitable. Monuments, as cultural manifestations in 

public spaces, also stand as a reminder of the past in competing environments of memory 

creation. Nevertheless, the fact that they are still standing and that calls for their removal 

have not been too vocal, suggests that this shared, anti-fascist legacy can once again serve 

as a connecting link between the peoples living on the South Slavic lands. For women 

                                                      
172 http://afzarhiv.org/ 
173 Marko Dumančić and Krešimir Kolo, “Dehexing Postwar West Balkan Masculinities: The 

Case of Bosnia, Croatia, and Serbia, 1998 to 2015,” In Men and Masculinities, Vol 20, No. 2, 

(2016), 156. 
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among those current protestors, the continuity in the fight for women’s rights provides a 

platform, both practical and theoretical, to successfully advance women’s status in the 

post-Yugoslav spaces.   
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Archive 

 

Archive of Antifascist Struggle of Women of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Yugoslavia, 

www.afzargiv.org 

 

 

Films 

 

Slavica  

Kozara 

The Girl (Devojka) 

Sutjeska 

Battle of Neretva 

Great Transport  

  

http://www.afzargiv.org/
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