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CONSTITUTIONALISING GENDER EQUALITY AS A PATH
TO PEACE IN POST SECOND WORLD WAR FEDERAL
NATIONAL REPUBLIC OF YUGOSLAVIA

In the Federal National Republic of Yugoslavia (FNRY) the Second World War
(WW?2) left behind both destruction and a chance for social change. This was espe-
cially the case in the area of gender relations. The paper investigates how the new-
ly formed socialist state used constitutional and legal mechanisms to embed gender
equality into its legal and institutional framework, which served as a foundation for
peace and national unity. It adopts a broader understanding of peace, not merely as
the absence of war but as a concept closely linked to social justice and gender equality.
The Women’s Antifascist Front of Yugoslavia (AFZ) was essential not only in the an-
tifascist movement but in the domain of legal reform as well. Crucial turning points
that demonstrate the institutionalisation of gender equality include the 1945 Law on
Voters’ Lists, which granted women full suffrage, and the 1946 Constitution which
guaranteed equality in all areas of life for every citizen. These reforms represented sig-
nificant progress on paper. However, deeply rooted gender norms continued to persist,
which exposed the gap between law and everyday practice. This paper investigates
how postwar legal frameworks attempted to transform equality into lasting peace.

Keywords:  Constitution of the Federal National Republic of Yugoslavia of 1946. -
Yugoslavia. - Gender equality. - Women’s Antifascist Front.

1. WOMEN’S RIGHTS BEFORE
THE SECOND WORLD WAR (WWTII)

During the interwar period the legal and social position of women
in Yugoslavia was shaped by patriarchal norms embedded in the coun-
try’s legal and institutional frameworks. However, these principles were

*  International Committee of the Red Cross, masa.lopusina@gmail.com. This paper
was presented at the Iustoria 2025, held from November 17 to 19, 2025, at the Faculty

of Law of the University of Belgrade.
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not applied evenly across the territory of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats
and Slovenes. Regional differences were present in legal traditions, and
urbanisation had a substantial impact on women’s access to school, work
and public life.! For instance, women had access to secondary and high-
er education in former Austro-Hungarian regions, particularly Slovenia,
Croatia and parts of Vojvodina. Furthermore, they were able to pursue
professional careers in sectors like teaching, administration, journalism
and even law. The first female lawyers and university educated women in
these locations show that women were not just bound by home responsi-
bilities during this time.?

Unfortunately, advancements in women’s careers did not lead to po-
litical equality, despite their individual successes. Throughout the interwar
years women were largely disenfranchised and excluded from formal po-
litical decision making. This demonstrates a distinct difference between
social modernisation and the continuation of political exclusion.’ The
biggest percentage of the population worked in agriculture and the coun-
try continued to rely largely on agriculture, with little industrial develop-
ment. Because of this the majority of women lived in rural areas, where
their lives were disproportionately shaped by high rates of illiteracy and
structurally limited opportunities.* This reinforced a rigorous separation
of gender roles with women being associated with childcare and house-
hold chores. Under the Serbian Civil Code of 1844, married women were
denied full legal autonomy by being equated with minors, the mentally
ill and those deemed incapable of managing their own property. In arti-
cle 109 and 110 it was established that the husband was the head of the
household, giving him the power to choose where the family would live.
It further required the woman to follow his instructions, keep the house
in order and take care of the children. Inheritance law similarly privi-
leged male heirs over female children. Ironically, the criminal law held
women completely accountable for their actions even though they were

1 Neda Bozinovi¢, Zensko pitanje u Srbiji u 19. i 20. veku / Women's Question in Serbia
in the 19% and 20" Century, Feministicka ‘94, Beograd 1996, 100-115.

2 Gordana Stojakovi¢, “The First Lawyers and Attorneys: The Struggle for Professional
Recognition of Women’s Rights in Yugoslavia (1918-1953)”, Sara L. Kimble, Marion
Réwekamp (eds.), New Perspectives on European Women’s Legal History, Routledge,
New York - London 2016, 175-190.

3 Kristina Jorgi¢ Stepanovié, Pitanje emancipacije Zena u Jugoslaviji (1918-1948), dok-
torska disertacija, Univerzitet u Novom Sadu - Univerzitetski centar za interdiscipli-
narne i multidisciplinarne studije i istrazivanja, Novi Sad 2021, 37-41.

4  The Feminist Movement in Yugoslavia 1978-1989, https://antipolitika.noblogs.org/
post/2020/07/29/the-feminist-movement-in-yugoslavia-1978-1989/, accessed on Janu-
ary 28, 2026.
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legally viewed as dependent and helpless.> Following the First World War
(WWTI) and the creation of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes,
the establishment of the new state raised expectations for social justice,
national liberation and more general social and political progress. These
expectations were not realised, as the nations economic and cultural ad-
vancement lagged behind that of other European nations. Gender norms
were deeply integrated into the society and women were severely discrim-
inated against and excluded from political involvement. In Croatia and
Slovenia limited political rights were granted only to women employed in
public or private service. These rights were revoked shortly after, in 1920,
which further reinforced their marginalisation.® Not only were women
deprived of political participation, but their working rights were limited
as well. In an attempt to challenge these limitations, women organised
and participated in political initiatives surrounding the Congress of Uni-
fication in April 1919, using this moment to showcase their demands for
greater legal and political rights. During this time, a cohesive women’s so-
cialist organisation - the Secretariat of Socialist Women (Sekreterijat Zena
socijalista) — was created alongside the women’s socialist movement. The
movement demanded full legal and political equality regardless of sex,
nationality or religion for every citizen over the age of eighteen. Women
highlighted their contributions during the war, emphasising that they had
assumed responsibilities traditionally associated with men, such as man-
aging households and working, thereby challenging the legitimacy of their
continued political exclusion. However, the country was ravaged by war,
and the difficult living conditions it left behind meant that women’s rights
were not a priority. High rates of illiteracy and economic instability were
just few of many reasons which further obstructed women’s rights. By the
time of the Second Congress of the Socialist Workers’ Party of Yugoslavia
(Communists) SRPJ(K) in 1920, women’s concerns were recognised only
partially. There weren’t any actionable measures or adoption of specific
laws or policies that could have improved their status.” Despite the formal
establishment of a new legal framework, women’ political exclusion con-
tinued even after the 1921 Constitution was adopted because they were
still denied the right to vote.®

5  Cpucku rpabanckn 3akonuk, Crysxbere Hosune Kuexesune Cpouje, 6p. 24/1844. u.
109-110.

N. Bozinovié, 100.
Ibid., 101-106.

YcraB KpameBune Cp6a, Xpsata u CroseHara of 28. jyHa 1921. ropuHe, Crys#bere
nosune Kpamesune Cpba, Xpeaitia u Cnosernaya, ropuna III, 6p. 142/21.
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Later in 1923, The Women’s Movement Alliance was established in
Ljubljana. The alliance viewed feminism as initiatives to advance social
justice, cultural advancement and community wellbeing in addition to se-
curing equal rights for women. First of all, this meant altering discrimina-
tory legislation. Secondly, the focus was on addressing social issues such
as the welfare of orphans, widows, unwed mothers and female workers.
The members of the alliance also supported the creation of maternity clin-
ics and orphanages. Women grew more and more tired of being excluded
from political life and of the discriminatory laws. In 1935 The Women’s
Movement Alliance staged nationwide public rallies to demand women’s
suffrage. A resolution was adopted, reaffirming the women’s equal in-
volvement in forming the state and society. It was also demanded that the
new electoral law ensure fair and equal political rights for all citizens re-
gardless of their gender.’

The complexity of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia itself must be consid-
ered in any evaluation of women’s rights during the interwar years. The
country which was created in the aftermath of war was politically unstable
and socially diverse. There were important regional, cultural and religious
divides. These circumstances significantly influenced social norms and
hindered the unity of gender equity policies, making women’s emancipa-
tion challenging and uneven rather than uniform or linear. The persis-
tence of patriarchal legal norms, along with the women’s fight for their
rights shaped the conditions under which gender equality would later be
constitutionalised after WW2.

2. WAR, WOMEN AND THE RESHAPING
OF PATRIARCHY IN YUGOSLAVIA

The disruption of the country caused by WWII profoundly affect-
ed Yugoslavias political and social structures, which created conditions
for social change. Women’s mass participation in the National Liberation
Army (Narodnooslobodilacka vojska Jugoslavije, NOV]) challenged tradi-
tional gender roles and gradually reshaped societal expectations. Women’s
widespread engagement in the partisan movement which was happening
in the context of war, revolution and state building, transformed estab-
lished gender norms and put women into the centre of political and social
redefinition.!°

9 N. Bozinovi¢, 122-123.

10 Jelena Batini¢, Women and Yugoslav Partisans: A History of World War II Resistance,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2015, 3.
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The partisan movement was one of the largest and most effective
revolutionary armies in Eastern Europe, which also actively promoted
women’s rights.!! The crucial question here is what encouraged wom-
en to join the movement, as their motivations reveal much about their
awareness and objectives. Interviews with participants of the resistance
movement show that most women were primarily driven by a desire to
defend their country from the occupying forces. Many young women who
joined the movement were from underdeveloped rural areas where deeply
entrenched patriarchal norms restricted their public roles and confined
them primarily to the domestic sphere. Combat and political participation
were seen as primarily male domains in these situations. According to re-
ports from the Women’s Antifascist Front of Yugoslavia (AFZ), women
from rural communities faced considerable obstacles when trying to mo-
bilise, as their participation was hindered by traditional expectations and
limited educational opportunities. On the other hand, women from urban
areas tended to participate more actively in the movement because they
were more likely to be exposed to political ideas and activist networks.!?

The reason behind such a massive participation of women in the army
has been subjected to many different opinions. The answer can be traced
back to the party’s commitment to eliminating gender inequality.!> The
widespread mobilisation of women within the Partisan movement has of-
ten been attributed to what might be described as the communist “prom-
ise of gender equality”. This revolutionary ideal drew countless women
into the movement with the vision of equal standing in a new Yugoslavia.
Early in the uprising, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (KPJ) allowed
women to vote and stand for election in the people’s committees estab-
lished in liberated territories. As early as July 1941, the provisional high
command of Montenegro formally granted this right to all citizens over
eighteen, both men and women, regardless of religion, nationality or eth-
nicity. In practice, however, the measure had limited impact because the
initial uprising was suppressed by the Italian forces.!* To further promote
women’s political engagement and challenge traditional gender norms, the
KPJ strategically utilised the print media, including the magazine “Zena
danas”, as a key women’s journal in the interwar period that was launched

11 Ivana Panteli¢, “Yugoslav Female Partisans in World War II", Cahiers balkaniques
41/2013, 8.

12 Olivia Jenkins, “Brotherhood and Unity” Among the Sisterhood: The Anti-Fascist
Women’s Front (AFZ) and the State-Building Project of Postwar Socialist Yugoslavia,
master thesis, Columbia University, Department of History, New York 2023, 31.

13 J. Batini¢, 54-56.
14 Ibid., 54-56.
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in 1936. Public discourse on women’s status in interwar Yugoslavia was
significantly shaped by this women’s magazine. Articles about women’s
legal and social status, professional equality, political engagement, educa-
tion, motherhood and global women’s movements were just a few of the
many topics covered by this journal. It promoted women’s social partic-
ipation and contributed to the development of collective awareness on
gender equality by combining political topics with conversations about
daily life.!> Articles such as “Talking with Housewives”, “Women’s Politi-
cal Rights”, and “Mrs. D. Zecevi¢, president of the Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom”, demonstrate how the magazine combined
everyday experiences with political discourse in order to raise women’s so-
cial and political awareness.'® Additionally, this magazine served as a key
channel for conveying AFZ messages. Socialist press increasingly sought
to actively include women in public and political life, portraying them
working in the fields, operating factories, driving tractors, etc. A strong
political message stood behind this. Women were presented as active con-
tributors to social and political life rather than passive observers. They
were expected to fight alongside men instead of being viewed as helpless
objects to be protected by them. On the cover of the magazine women
were rarely depicted in domestic surroundings. They were rather shown
holding guns, flags, hammers, books, etc. These images presented women
as heroines of the NOB. They were shown as fighters, teachers and active
members of the workforce. The emphasis of the magazine was deliber-
ately on education, labour and political engagement. The magazine was
used to spread a feminist, revolutionary programme and to present gen-
der equality as a crucial part of the liberation. It demonstrates how the
KPJ used relevant public media to incorporate feminist principles into its
revolutionary ideology and became a crucial instrument for connecting
the fight against fascism with the fight for women’s rights. The outbreak
of WW2 further influenced the nature of women’s print media. “Zena u
borbi”, established in 1943 as the official publication of the Women’s An-
tifascist Front of Croatia (AFZ Hrvatske), was a unique kind of women’s
media throughout the war. Its production mirrored the period’s regional
and material constraints as well as the critical need for political mobilisa-

15 N. Bozinovi¢. 121.

16, Kema je y iiogpeherom ilonoxajy u y dopoguuu u y gpyuwiiiey uaxo je céu cmampajy
iiemerveM Topoguue U HajéaxcHujum gaximopom y fiogusary HOBUX ieHepauuja,
gaxne 6ygyhuocitiu HapogHe. O60 WPAGUUUOHATIHO CITLAHE HeHA 0gPHABa ce 3aKO-
Hom uHepyuje u mohu he ce HoUPABUITIU jegUHO eHePTUMHUM 3ay3UMAtbeM JHeHa 3a
iobomuare ceoia ionoxaja.“ (Kena manac, 6p. 1, Ommapnucka cexunja JKenckor
nokpera  https://afzarhiv.org/files/original/9d7a62c91a0f37a053e5f785d1f75f05.pdf,
oktobap 1936, 6, mpuctymnbeHo 28. janyapa 2026).
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tion during the war. The magazine served not only as a tool of communi-
cation but also as a means of political education and mobilisation within
Croatia’s antifascist movement.!”

Despite the KPJ’s public emphasis on women’s emancipation, the ma-
jority of female participants in the Partisan movement were neither fully
aware of nor primarily motivated by the promise of gender equality. Ev-
idence from interviews and internal KPJ documents indicates a lack of
awareness among women regarding the link between the national liber-
ation struggle and their own social rights. For instance, a deputy politi-
cal commissar of the 16 Slavonian Brigade observed that female fight-
ers were largely unaware of the transformative potential of the Partisan
struggle for their social position.!® Although many women initially joined
without a clear understanding of the KPJ’s commitment to gender equal-
ity, their active participation laid the groundwork for postwar social and
political transformation. They could no longer go back to the old world
when endless new possibilities opened in front of them. Women moved to
the cities, pursued education and entered the workforce, marking a defini-
tive break from the constraints of the old patriarchal world, in which they
were restrained to the private sphere.!”

3. THE RISE OF THE AFZ:
WOMEN IN WARTIME YUGOSLAVIA

As Svetlana Slap$ak observes, “The success of the Yugoslav partisan
movement was comprehensive: it provided the female workforce in the
background, the female warrior force to the front, the women’s labour
force in rebuilding the country after the war and the women’s political
forces that supported the winning ideology... A woman in uniform, a
woman capable of using a weapon, a woman who kills: an essential ele-

ment of the engraved image of the female Partisan is fear”2°

Since the beginning of the occupation of Yugoslavia in 1941, the
National Liberation Movement (Narodnooslobodilacki pokret, NOP) was

17  Sofija Orli¢, Zenska $tampa u Jugoslaviji: Izmedu domacinstva i emancipacije,
https://uns.org.rs/sr/desk/Putovanje-kroz-istoriju-srpske-stampe/Iz-istorije-be-
ogradske-stampe/174736/zenska-stampa-u-jugoslaviji-izmedju-domacinstva-i-emanci-
pacije.html?print=true, accessed on 28 January, 2026.

18 J. Batini¢ 2015, 58-59.

19  Andelka Mili¢, “Women and Nationalism in the Former Yugoslavia’, Nanette Funk,
Magda Mueller (eds.), Gender Politics and Post-Communism, Reflections from Eastern
Europe and the Former Soviet Union, Routledge, London — New York 1993, 109-122.

20 Svetlana Slapsak, Zenske ikone XX veka / 20" Century Women’s Icons, Beograd
2001, 208.
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created in response to foreign occupation. The resistance was led by Josip
Broz Tito, who was later also appointed as the president of the country.
Women played an important part in the resistance but the KPJ initiated
and coordinated their mobilisation, providing a template for organisational
structures. Over time, this process of structuring women’s engagement led
to the formation of the Women’s Antifascist Front (AFZ), as a centrally or-
ganised body within the partisan movement.?! The AFZ was established as
a nationwide organisation in Bosanski Petrovac (Bosnia and Herzegovina)
in 1942. Its primary goal was for women to join the movement and support
their fathers, brothers and sons in combat.?? The goal of the conference was
to unite all women’s organisations functioning under the NOP’s jurisdic-
tion into a single organisation. The AFZ was created with the intention of
organising, connecting and mobilising women in the NOP. The aim was to
support the army while also fostering women’s political development and
ensuring they are informed, empowered and motivated to contribute to
achieving the goals of the movement.?* During the Conference, Josip Broz
Tito held a speech in which he highlighted the importance of the female
comrades’ involvement. He pointed out that a big part of burden falls on
their shoulders, both on the battlefield and at home. The ending remarks of
his speech attempted to lift women up, as he said that he was proud to be
the leader of an army with such heroic women.?* The recognition of wom-
en’s contributions on both public and private fronts allowed for significant
progress to be made in the domain of women’s rights and family law. In
1942, Regulations of Foca (Focanski propisi) were drafted, introducing new
measures. Women were granted active and passive suffrage and the right
to divorce. Additionally, the regulations recognised the rights of children
born out of wedlock, ensured equal pay for equal work and expanded ac-
cess to kindergartens and hospitals. These regulations reflected the socialist
vision of a more just and gender equal society.?®

Building on the momentum, the AFZ mobilised women in all kinds
of activities for the country’s liberation. Approximately 1,000,000 were

21  Vudina Dobri¢, Antifasisticki front Zena Jugoslavije (1942-1955), Biblioteka informa-
tivnih sredstava Arhiva Jugoslavije — inventari fondova i zbirki, Beograd 1987, 7.

22 Iva]Jelusié, Gender and War in Yugoslavia: Media — The Figure of the Partizanka in the
Making of the Yugoslav New Woman, a Dissertation in History, Budapest 2022, 39.

23 O. Jenkins, 7.

24 I Panteli¢, 5.

25 Danijela Majstorovi¢, “The Creation of the New Yugoslav Woman - Emancipatory
Elements of Media Discourse from the End of World War II”, Andreja Dugandzi¢,
Tijana OKki¢ (eds.), The Lost Revolution - Women's Antifascist Front Between Myth
and Forgetting | Izgubliena revolucija: AFZ izmedu mita i zaborava, Association for
Culture and Art CRVENA, Sarajevo 2018, 88-121.
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involved in the movement itself while 100,000 served in the army. For
many researchers, this movement was unlike anything seen before, espe-
cially in the Balkans. Yet for the women themselves, putting on uniforms
and carrying rifles felt almost natural. Their involvement felt instinctive,
as a necessity to not only liberate the nation but also themselves from the
repressive regime.?® Outside the battlefield, women stepped into positions
left vacant by men, particularly in industry and other fields of work. They
also assisted by giving refugees shelters, and caring for the children and
the elderly. The AFZ’s military activities were just as diverse and vital.
They supplied food, mended clothing and assisted in giving medical aid
to the soldiers. Their responsibilities further involved carrying messages,
transporting weapons and delivering confidential information.?”

It is estimated that around 1,700,000 people lost their lives in Yu-
goslavia during the WWIIL. And that women made up about 600,000 of
those numbers. Around 305,000 soldiers were killed on the battlefield and
among them approximately 25,000 were women.??

While fighting alongside their male comrades, women gained free-
dom they had never experienced before. Consequently, they also began
actively working toward the establishment of their rights. Their prewar
struggles were framed as the basis from which their bravery and leader-
ship in the fight against fascism rose. By presenting conventional roles as
barriers to advancement and promoting women as agents of social change,
the AFZ highlighted the significant role women played in reconstructing
the Yugoslav society after the war.?’

4. WOMEN AND THE RECONSTRUCTION
OF POSTWAR SOCIETY

Following the Partisans’ victory and the KPJ’s rise to power, it was
time to erase the gender division legally. The first significant step was
granting women suffrage. The Electoral Rolls Act was adopted on 11 Au-
gust, 1945 and it was stated in Article 3 that all adult female citizens had
the same voting rights as men. Moreover, the right to vote was extended
to minors who had served in the Partisan forces, and this applied to both
genders.*® That same year Tito addressed women at the First Congress of

26 J. Batinid, 2.

27 I Panteli¢, 4.

28 N. Bozinovi¢, 146.

29  D. Majstorovi¢, 88-121.

30 Tomislav Faletar, “Stvaranje novog politi¢kog sustava u Kotaru Bjelovar nakon zavr-
Setka II. svjetskog rata — izbori za Ustavotvornu skupstinu DFJ 1945. godine na
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the AFZ of Yugoslavia, outlining the KPJ’s goals for the newly established
Yugoslavia and its entirely different political structure. He also listed the
important duties that were deemed essential for the new state and were
delegated to women following the end of the war. Women were expected
to continue the battle they had fought during the war by actively partici-
pating in the nation’s reconstruction. This was an opportunity not only to
achieve equality but also peace within the nation.3! In the postwar Yu-
goslav context, peace was understood merely as the establishment of so-
cial stability, economic recovery and national unity. Within this narrative,
women’s participation in the workforce and political life was not only en-
couraged but actively framed by the regime as essential to reconstruction
and the establishment of a stable and peaceful society.

Vida Tomsi¢, an important feminist figure, highlighted the signifi-
cance of acknowledging gender disparities and pointed to the fact that
women could not achieve equal access to positions of power without
such recognition. She insisted that the “women’s question” could not be
answered as long as working mothers were required to handle childcare
and domestic duties simultaneously. She stated that in order to achieve
true equality, many nurseries and childcare centres had to be built so
that women could continue to be mothers and carry out their profes-
sional responsibilities on an equal basis with men. In addition to serving
as workers and political participants, the women were expected to con-
tribute to the establishment and maintenance of a peaceful and stable
society. This dual duty represented the new regime’s progressive objec-
tives, as well as its constraints. Women were portrayed as being essential
to the advancement of socialism, but their freedom was entwined with
traditional duties. This duality did not imply just preserving pre-socialist
gender norms, but rather redefining them within the socialist discourse.
In Vida Toms$i¢’s formulation of women’s equality, motherhood and care
work were viewed as socially necessary functions to be supported and
reorganised through state institutions like nurseries, children’s homes
and public kitchens. In this way, women’s participation in public life was
made possible by institutionalising their traditional responsibilities rath-
er than abandoning them entirely. Gender equality served as a political
tool and a promise of liberation while honouring women as equals in the
reconstruction of Yugoslavia.?> During the AFZ Plenary Session which
took place in 1946, focus was placed on urgent socioeconomic issues

podrudju izbornog okruga Bjelovar”, Zavod za znanstvenoistrazivacki i umjetnicki rad
HAZU U Bjelovaru, 13/2019, 48-49.

31 O. Jenkins, 35-36.
32 Ibid., 49-50.
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such agrarian reform, protecting women and children, as well as work-
force development.®?

5. THE 1946 FNRY CONSTITUTION

In line with the KPJ’s earlier commitments, the main postwar objective
was to fulfil the promise of ensuring women’s full and active participation
across all spheres of life, political and social included.>* The beginning of
the reform started right after WWII ended, in 1945. Women in Yugoslavia
were finally legally granted the right to take part in elections. This was a
milestone that was later formally guaranteed by the 1946 Constitution.>>

The Constitution of FNRY was adopted on 31 January, 1946. This
was the first time in Yugoslavia’s constitutional history that women were
acknowledged as equal citizens and given the same political, economic
and social rights as men. Article 23 of the Constitution guaranteed uni-
versal, equal and direct voting rights to all citizens who have reached
the age of 18, regardless of sex, nationality, race, religion, level of educa-
tion or place of residence. Article 23 thus established a legal framework
for women’s active participation in political life.3® At the same time, the
Constitution emphasised labour as the foundation of socialist citizen-
ship and women were guaranteed equal rights in employment, wages
and professional advancement.

Article 24 further extended equality to all areas of economic, social
and political life. Women were finally equated with men. This article stat-
ed the following: “Women are equal to men in all areas of state, economic,
and sociopolitical life. For equal work women have the right to equal pay
as men and enjoy special protection in employment. The state particularly
safeguards the interests of mothers and children by establishing maternity
hospitals, children’s homes, and kindergartens, as well as by guaranteeing
mothers the right to paid leave before and after childbirth.”3”

The Constitution guaranteed equal pay for equal work and provided
special protections in employment relationships to prevent discrimina-

33 N. Bozinovié¢, 151.
34  Adriana Zaharijevi¢, Fusnota u globalnoj istoriji: Kako se moZe (itati istorija jugoslo-
venskog feminizma, Filozofski fakultet, Beograd 2018, 75.

35  Jelena Tesija, The End of the AFZ — The End of Meaningful Women’s Activism? Rethink-
ing the History of Women’s Organizations in Croatia, 1953-1961, master thesis, Central
European University, Department of Gender Studies, Budapest 2014, 185-206.

36 Ycras ®eneparusue Hapopne Perry6bmuxke Jyrocmasuje o 31. janyapa 1946. rogune,
Cnysmbenu nucini Pegepaitiuste Hapoghe Peitybnuxe Jyiocnasuje, 6p. 10/46, 1n.36.

37 Ibid.4
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tion. Special attention was given to the protection of mothers and children
through the establishment of maternity hospitals and kindergartens. This
was exceptionally important for working mothers who now needed to bal-
ance work and childcare. Mothers’ rights to paid maternity and postpar-
tum leave were also discussed in the article, which formally acknowledged
their specific needs and responsibilities. By doing this, it allowed women
to actively participate in public and social life while also acknowledging
their dual role within the family.*® Another crucial accomplishment was
the recognition of education as a universal right. Article 38, paragraph 1,
stipulates: “In order to raise the general cultural level of the people, the
state shall ensure that schools and other educational and cultural insti-
tutions are accessible to all segments of the population.” Article 38 spe-
cifically mentioned education and cultural advancement as essential state
duties. By guaranteeing that schools and other educational and cultural
institutions were open to all persons, regardless of their status, the clause
successfully eliminated long-standing obstacles that had previously pre-
vented women from obtaining formal education. The Constitution estab-
lished an idea that education is a universal right by ensuring free and ob-
ligatory elementary education, fostering equality from an early age. This
commitment reflected a purposeful strategy to challenge and transform
longstanding patriarchal norms, embedding gender equality at the core
of the socialist vision for societal development. The state’s dedication to
raising an educated, socially sensitive and ideologically aligned generation
was mirrored in the emphasis on youth protection and parenting. Because
schools were classified as state institutions and private education was only
permitted under official and legal regulation, public education preserved
uniform standards and prevented the growth of social inequality.>”

The 1946 Constitution marked a historic turning point. Women over
the age of eighteen were for the first time formally integrated into the
political life of Yugoslavia. With the recognition of both active and pas-
sive political rights, women emerged as a significant social and political
force.0 The AFZ prioritised what was called the “cultural advancement
of women”, a collection of programs focused on literacy, legal awareness
and education in addition to its political involvement. These efforts were
especially important for rural women, many of whom had only recent-
ly acquired literacy and viewed political education as something entire-

38 Ibid., 4.
39 Ibid, 6.

40  Gordana Stojakovi¢, Rodna perspektiva u novinama Antifasistickog fronta Zena (1945-
1953), Pokrajinski zavod za ravnopravnost polova, Novi Sad 2013, 47.
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ly unfamiliar.#! By addressing these structural barriers, the AFZ enabled
women to engage more actively with the newly established framework.
This confirms the indispensable role of the AFZ in shaping postwar Yugo-
slavia’s society. Beyond advocating for women'’s rights, the organisation ac-
tively participated in the creation of new legal frameworks and a broader
reconstruction of the nation. During this time, women’s presence in public
and political life became more visible, breaking traditional social norms.

6. THE SOVIET INFLUENCE
ON THE 1946 CONSTITUTION

During the postwar period, the political and social agenda of the new-
ly established FNRY was strongly shaped by the Soviet model. As Chiara
Bonfiglioli writes,*? early policies promoted by Yugoslavia’s government
closely matched the Soviet model. This was especially the case in the field
of womenss rights and social welfare. The 1946 Constitution of FNRY was
heavily influenced by the 1936 Soviet Constitution. Historical analysis by
Miroslav Jovanovi¢ shows the depth of this influence, suggesting that the
majority of the articles regarding economic and social organisation was
modelled on the 1936 Soviet Constitution.*?

This systematic borrowing is most evident in the legal status of wom-
en. Article 121 guaranteed all citizens the right to education through free,
universal elementary schooling as well as free higher education and voca-
tional training, emphasising the state’s role in ensuring access to knowl-
edge.** Article 122 recognised that women had equal rights with men in
all spheres of economic, social, cultural, and political life. It also ensured
women’s access to work, equal pay, rest, social insurance, and education,
while granting state protection for maternity through paid pre and post-
natal leave and access to maternity homes, nurseries, and kindergartens.45
Article 123 reinforced equality by prohibiting discrimination on the

41 Ibid, 72.

42 Chiara Bonfiglioli, “AFZ activists’ biographies: an intersectional reading of women’s
agency’, Andreja Dugandzi¢, Tijana OKki¢ (eds.), The Lost Revolution - Women’s Anti-
fascist Front between Myth and Forgetting, Association for Culture and Art CRVENA,
Sarajevo 2018, 29.

43  Miroslav Jovanovi¢, ,Preslikana ili samobitna dru$tvena izgradnja: Komparativna
analiza Ustava FNRJ (1946) i ’staljinskog’ Ustava SSSR-a (1936)”, Tokovi istorije
1-2/2008, 280-289.

44 Koucruryums (OcHoBuoit 3akoH) Corosa Coperckumx Coupannctudeckux Pec-
ny6uK ot 5 sekabps 1936 roma, Cobpanne 3akoHogaTenbHbix aktoB CCCP, Ne 1/36,
¢l 121.

45 Ibid., ¢l 122.
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basis of nationality or race, establishing legal protections against both di-
rect and indirect limitations on citizens’ rights.¢ Article 24 of the 1946 Yu-
goslav Constitution followed this model by guaranteeing women’s equality
with men in all spheres of public life. The article further ensured equal
pay and that state would provide support for mothers and children. Many
organisations within the country also looked up to the Soviet model.#’

7. LEGAL TRANSFORMATIONS
FOLLOWING THE 1946 CONSTITUTION

After the 1946 Constitution was ratified, women’s political involve-
ment and public exposure increased and focus turned to expanding their
rights and opportunities in other spheres of social and economic life. A
series of laws began to be revised to correspond with the newly adopt-
ed Constitution.*® The Marriage Act brought about substantial improve-
ments in women’s marital rights. It made it possible for husbands to add
their wives’ last names to their own while allowing women the freedom
to keep their maiden names. Women had equal management of assets
that were obtained jointly during the marriage, and retained control over
any property they brought into the marriage. They also had the legal au-
thority to act as guardians and to exercise all related rights. Widows were
acknowledged as equal heirs and female children were given the same in-
heritance rights as males.*® Additionally, the divorce procedure was sim-
plified by allowing for the dissolution of marriage based solely on mutual
incompatibility.>

Building on these legal developments, the 1950 Social Security Act
regulated women’s eligibility for retirement benefits and established fam-
ily pensions for employees, civil servants and their families in the event of
a spouse’s death.”! There were also laws which protected women’s rights
to prove paternity, guaranteeing that children born outside of wedlock
received the same legal treatment as those born within wedlock. Among
these were the responsibilities of the father and the child’s right to child
allowances, survivor pensions and social security payments under certain
guidelines. Labour legislation that provided specific protections for nurs-

46 Ibid., ¢l. 123.

47  Chiara Bonfiglioli, “Women’s Political and Social Activism in the Early Cold War Era:
The Case of Yugoslavia”, Aspasia 8/2014, 8.

48 J. Batini¢, 333-334.

49  N. BozZinovi¢, 156-157.

50 Vera Gudac-Dodi¢, “Divorce in Serbia”, Tokovi istorije 1-2/2008, 138.
51  Ibid., 158.

66



Masa Lopusina (ctp. 53-76)

ing and pregnant women greatly strengthened gender equality. Materni-
ty leave was required to start 21 days before delivery and was guaranteed
for three months, six weeks before and six weeks after childbirth. After
maternity leave, nursing mothers were allowed to take annual leave and
they were guaranteed full pay during this time. This benefit only applied
to those who had some previous work experience. Pregnant and breast-
feeding women were also granted additional labour benefits, such as the
right to full pay alongside the option to be reassigned to lighter duties un-
der specific circumstances. They could not work overtime or at night, and
the workday lasted for four hours. They were also given a fifteen-day leave
to care for sick family members, usually children. Pregnant women were
protected from the death penalty even in criminal conviction cases and
nursing mothers who were imprisoned were housed in facilities that per-
mitted their children to be raised normally. Mothers’ and children’s rights
were also guarded by special laws and decrees. The Decree on Material
Assistance for the Children of Workers and Civil Servants, the Decree on
the Protection of Pregnant Women and Nursing Mothers in Employment
and the Decree on the Establishment of Nurseries and Kindergartens were
among the measures that were introduced in 1948 and 1949.%% By consti-
tutionalising gender equality, the country aimed to integrate women into
the formal legal and political order. This inclusion was seen as an essential
requirement for a lasting peace, as it sought to eliminate the inherent social
inequalities and disparities that had historically contributed to instability.

8. THE PROMISE OF GENDER EQUALITY
BETWEEN PRACTICE AND REALITY

The KPJ’s political goal of empowering women did not mean that
patriarchy would simply cease to exist. The persistence of deeply rooted
patriarchal norms within the family, social and political field and the dev-
astating effects of the war caused women to continue facing limitations
in exercising their rights.>®> Womens realities differed from the principles
embodied in the law. Women were crucial to the nation’s rehabilitation and
peace-keeping after WWII. However, this idea of peace was strongly tied
to state building goals where women’s roles were presented as necessary
for stability despite the constraints placed on their daily lives. The 1946
Constitution recognised female equality and recognised the rights they
had fought for, including the right to vote. Yet women were forced to bal-
ance household duties with paid work. Women found themselves working

52  Ibid., 157-158.
53  D. Majstorovic, 88-121.
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two jobs, one, paid, during the day and the other that only began as they
came home. This “double burden” exposed the structural limitations of
socialist emancipation which frequently failed to bring about true gender
equality. During this confusing period, the expansion of social services
such as maternity hospitals and childcare facilities mirrored the socialist
state’s efforts to integrate women into the labour force. However, socialist
Yugoslavia maintained conventional patriarchal family arrangements. As a
result, these measures did not fundamentally disrupt patriarchy but rather
reshaped it by easing women’s domestic responsibilities, particularly those
related to motherhood. In this way the system encouraged women’s en-
gagement in the public arena while preserving conventional gender norms
in the home sphere.> This reflected conflicting societal expectations even
as women were praised as heroic comrades. Women’s involvement in the
workforce and in politics was used as a tool to further economic and state
building goals.>> Although women were publicly encouraged to enter the
workforce, their participation was limited to jobs that aligned with their
core identity as mothers and caretakers. Women’s employment prospects
were primarily centred in industries such as social services, healthcare,
education, textiles, and administrative assistance.’® The AFZ activists were
aware of the situation and continued to challenge conventional views of
women’s roles. But along the way they faced resistance not only from men
but sometimes from women themselves, which can be viewed as reflect-
ing the internalisation of deeply embedded patriarchal values that shaped
women’s own perceptions of their roles within society. Many women who
embraced socialist ideals worked to elevate women’s social and economic
status, bridging the gap between ideological goals and everyday realities
by sharing resources and supporting one another.>” The contradictions
between promised gender equality and actual reality were most apparent
in mass media targeting women, which reflected and impacted women’s
lived realities in socialist Yugoslavia. Magazines like “Prakticna Zena”, as
part of this broader mass media landscape, promoted women’s emanci-
pation through articles on business skills, hygiene and health while at
the same time reinforcing traditional expectations of women as primary
caregivers and homemakers. Rather than resolving the tension between
emancipation and tradition, the press normalised it, presenting women

54  C. Bonfiglioli, “Women’s Political’, 7-10.

55 The Feminist Movement in Yugoslavia 1978-1989, https://antipolitika.noblogs.org/
post/2020/07/29/the-feminist-movement-in-yugoslavia-1978-1989 /, accessed on 28
January, 2026.
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simultaneously as emancipated workers and primarily responsible for
household upkeep.®

The discontinuation of “Zena u borbi” in the late 1950s signified
the end of an important period where gender equality was viewed as a
political and social issue. In the years that followed, gender equality was
increasingly presented as a socialist concept that had already been accom-
plished rather than a topic that merits further activity. However, the legacy
of these periodicals recalls a time when women continued to advocate for
rights that were legally promised but not fully implemented in practice.>

9. THE FINAL YEARS OF THE AFZ

During the AFZ Republican Committee plenum in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina in March 1948, Dusanka Kovacevi¢, a prominent member, held
a speech in which she addressed the challenges in regards to empowering
rural women. Despite demonstrating dedication and patriotism during
the war, peasant women’s political participation was constrained by tra-
ditional social structures, limited education and gender norms. On one
side, female activists were fighting for exercising their right while male
party members sometimes discouraged women’s involvement. The ideal
rural activist, according to the AFZ, was a woman who was assertive, well
informed, organised and actively involved in her community. But in re-
ality, the situations that most rural women found themselves in were far
removed from this ideal. They frequently lacked formal education, had
limited opportunity to engage in social or political activities and bore
the burden of household and agricultural duties. Upon recognising these
challenges, the AFZ shifted its emphasis to empowering women via edu-
cation and improved living conditions. The larger objective of modernis-
ing the countryside was to promote not only women but also rural culture
as a whole, which was thought to be closely related to women’s freedom.
Vida Tomsi¢ noted that women’s perceived “backwardness” was a legacy
of the previous Yugoslavia’s order rather than an inherent trait. She further
emphasised that raising consciousness and improving material conditions

58 “Magazin ,Prakti¢na zena” uputi¢e Zenu-suprugu, Zenu-majku i domacicu u mnoge
korisne stvari. Danas kada nase Zene iz dana u dan igraju sve vecu ulogu u javnom
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odgovorna mesta — njihov dom, ukoliko nisu vi¢ne ostaje zanemaren” (Una Popo-
vi¢, “Analiza Zenskih ¢asopisa u periodu od 1945 do 1960. Godine”, 8-10. https://
www.academia.edu/12015743/Analiza_%C5%BEenskih_%C4%8Dasopisa_u_peri-
odu_od_1945_do_1960_godine, mpuctymbeHo 3. jyna 2026. roguse.

59  Sofija Orli¢, “Zenska $tampa u Jugoslaviji: Izmedu domadinstva i emancipacije”, UNS
Journal of Media Studies 6/2025, 71-90.
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were essential for both gender equality and socialist development. As she
stated: “We should teach women to despise their inequality (...) liberate
our female masses from superstition, stereotypes (...) This is long and tir-
ing work (...) we cannot build socialism without simultaneously raising
living standards, especially in the villages”%® In light of the newly estab-
lished legal rights for women, the AFZ assumed a new role that differed
from its role during the conflict. They served as a crucial organisation
for the mobilisation of women in the Yugoslav state-building endeavour.
In his addresses to the AFZ, Josip Broz Tito emphasised women’s essen-
tial role as active participants in constructing a new socialist society.®! At
the second AFZ congress in 1948, Tito’s speech highlighted that women
were supposed to be active participants who will shape the future course
of this new socialist state. This portrayal of a proactive and, in his own
words, “advanced” woman was essential to the establishment of the peace-
ful and unified FNRY. Tito and the others aimed to provide women with
greater opportunities and promote gender equality as part of the broader
project. Tito expressed his goal for women to gain significantly greater
social, economic and political standing, empowering them to challenge
the traditional gender roles and limitations of the previous system. At the
Second Congress of the AFZ, women were urged to actively participate in
the economy and contribute to the implementation of the five-year plan,
as they represented an essential labour force for key industries. They were
expected to receive vocational training to free them from domestic work,
with particular emphasis on rural women whose involvement in agricul-
tural cooperatives and the National Front was seen as crucial for increas-
ing production. The Congress also highlighted the importance of cultural
and educational work, combating illiteracy, and educating children and
youth in the spirit of socialist Yugoslavia. These efforts were aimed not
only at economic and social reconstruction but also at strengthening the
AFZ as an organisation.®? The Third Congress of the AFZ of Yugoslavia,
held in Zagreb in October 1950, took place during a period marked by
challenges in implementing the five-year plan, economic blockades and
political and ideological shifts. The Congress aimed to establish new in-
ternational connections with women’s organisations in Western countries
and countries undergoing decolonisation, while maintaining ideological
alignment with socialist and pro Yugoslav actors.®® This reflected both do-
mestic priorities and the Party’s broader geopolitical strategy.

60 D. Majstorovi¢, 88-121.
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between Yugoslavia and Soviet Union which led to significant political and ideologi-
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The fourth and last Congress was held in Belgrade in June 1953. Ac-
cording to Milovan Dilas, a communist politician, an individual women’s
organisation could separate women from more general socialist institu-
tions such as local councils or workers” unions. He argued that under so-
cialism women’s liberation should not be viewed as a “special issue”, but
rather as a necessary component of broader societal advancement. Instead
of separate movements that would imply women having different or dis-
tinct goals, the KPJ wanted all citizens, men and women alike, to be joined
in a single common struggle for socialism. This resulted in the organisa-
tion’s existence becoming undesirable. The AFZ was officially abolished
and renamed the Association of Women’s Societies in accordance with
these decisions. The words front and antifascism, which were emblems of
women’s involvement in the people’s revolution, were eliminated, resulting
in a significant shift in the semantic meaning.%* The split demonstrated
both a conceptual and structural shift, with women’s emancipation being
reframed as an accomplished aspect of socialist progress rather than an
ongoing battle necessitating coordinated effort. The decision to dissolve
the AFZ and create the Association of Women'’s Societies at this Congress
reflected a move away from women-specific, activist-led initiatives and to-
ward professionalised political engagement. The argument was that full
liberation should be attained through the socialist teaching of the mass-
es and that women’s equality should be tackled as a general societal is-
sue rather than through distinct groups. This reorientation mirrored the
broader post-war tendency to subsume gender issues under the univer-
salist framework of socialist progress, effectively depoliticising women’s
collective action.®

At this stage the emphasis shifted toward providing women, particu-
larly working mothers, with practical support through social programs
such as childcare services, kindergartens, and family allowances. The Con-
gress paid special attention to rural women, highlighting the importance
of material assistance, access to education and literacy and understanding
of legal rights. Everything was aimed at addressing inequalities rooted in
traditional family roles.%® The dissolution of the AFZ thus reflects a deep-
er tension between the ideals of socialism and the realities of everyday life.
Between the official commitment to gender equality and the continued

cal changes in Yugoslavia’s political system. This resulted in the redefinition of inter-
national relations and the position and role of women’s organisations.
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influence of patriarchal structures. As Bonfiglioli®” argues, this moment
should not be seen merely as the end of women’s activism, but rather as
a change to accommodate the new political and ideological circumstanc-
es, while simultaneously exposing the present gap between socialist ideals
and the realities of everyday life.

10. CONCLUSION

While wars typically reinforce existing gender hierarchies and fre-
quently limit women’s opportunities, WWII in particular acted as an im-
portant trigger for changes in gender dynamics. Opening up the possi-
bility of challenging established roles and creating new opportunities for
women’s participation, from the perspective of legal history the Yugoslav
case is a strong example of both the ambition and the limitations of using
law as a tool for social transformation. A key example of this is the FNRY’s
1946 Constitution which expressly established gender equality as a funda-
mental principle. This marked a significant departure from the pre-war
legal system. Articles 23 and 24 actively created a new legal subjectivity
for women as equal citizens, voters, workers and protected mothers rather
than merely passively granting rights. Ambitious attempts were made to
establish a comprehensive framework. But history also shows how limit-
ing legal formalism can be. Deeply ingrained cultural structures cannot
be destroyed by laws alone, as seen by the ongoing gap between the legal
reform and the lived reality. Therefore, we could conclude that transfor-
mational constitutions can provide opportunities but they do not guaran-
tee their realisation. Furthermore, this approach contributes to women’s
peace studies by arguing that in post-war Yugoslavia peace was not simply
conceptualised as the absence of war, but rather a state building process in
which gender equality was deliberately implemented as a foundation for
stability and reconstruction. The regime portrayed women’s participation
in the workforce and political life as crucial for social cohesion, economic
growth and national reconstruction, all of which are important founda-
tions of enduring peace. At first, the AFZ played a crucial role in organis-
ing women to act as agents in this endeavour to promote peace. However,
this paper demonstrates how this promise has been exploited. Ultimately,
when the concept of peace got mixed with state-building ambition, wom-
en’s distinct struggles were absorbed into a universalist socialist narrative.
The end of the AFZ in 1953 made it clear that the view of those in power
was that the “women’s question was solved” Women who made signifi-
cant contributions to post-war society were occasionally used as political
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actors while their full potential was frequently restricted. In this way the
road to equality and peace was both aspirational and incomplete. Even
today, this tension between the promise of equality, the pursuit of peace
and the complexity of social reality remains relevant. It offers us lessons
for understanding the enduring challenges of implementing gender justice
as a foundation for sustainable peace in post-war societies. The relation-
ship between war, peace and gender equality has been extensively stud-
ied in historiography; this paper adds another layer by exploring its more
complex dynamics such as the conflict between formal legal equality and
lived experience, the instrumentalisation of women in the construction of
socialist states and the framing of gender equality as a tool for post-war
peace. This paper addresses these dynamics by examining the complex
interactions between war, peace and gender equality in the Yugoslav con-
text. Women contributed immensely to post-war society and were at times
instrumentalised as political actors, yet the promise of a path to peace re-
mained largely symbolic. Despite tremendous efforts, little was achieved
and bridging the gap between law and reality proved to be and continues
to be a challenging task even in the 21% century.
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Mcp Mama JIOITYIIMHA*

YCTABHOIIPABHO YTEMEJBEIE POJTHE
PABHOIIPABHOCTM KAO IIYT KA MUPY HAKOH
IIPYTOT CBETCKOT PATA Y ®EJEPATVIBHOJ
HAPOIHO]J PEITYBIUILIY JYTOC/TABUJE

Caxeiniax

Y ®epneparusnoj Haponnoj Perry6muun Jyrocnasuju (PHPJ) Ipyru cBetcku par
(ICP) ocraBuo je usa cebe 1 pasapamwe 1 MOryhHOCT 3a fpyiuTBeHe mpoMeHe. To
je HapO4MTO 6UIO UBPAKEHO Y 06/IACTU PORHUX OfHOCA. Pam ucTpaxyje Ha Koju
HayMH je KOHCTUTYLMOHA/NIN3aLMja POfIHE PABHOIIPABHOCTY HOCTYKIM/IA Kao Te-
Me/b MMpa U HallMOHATHOT jeAMHCTBA. YCBaja IIMpe pasyMeBambe MUPA, HE CaMO
Kao OfICYyCTBa paTa, Beh Kao KOHIIENTa KOji je TeCHO IOBE3aH Ca COLMjaTHOM
IIPaBIOM M POfHOM paBHompasHouhy. AnTudarmmctuukn GpoHT >xena (ADIK)
MMao je K/bYy4YHY YOIy He caMO V aHTU(ALIMCTUIKOM NOKpeTy, Beh u y foMeHy
npaBHUX pedopmu. IIpeToMHM TpeHyLM KOjy NTOKa3yjy MHCTUTYLMOHAIU3ALN)Y
POfiHe PaBHOIIPAaBHOCTY YK/bY4Yjy 3aKOH O OMpaukuM chyckoBuma us 1945. ro-
IVHe, KOjUM Cy >KeHaMa IIpM3HaTa IyHa O6upadka IpaBa, Kao un Ycras n3 1946.
TOfIYIHE KOjU je TapaHTOBAO jeJHAKOCT Y CBUM OO/IACTMMA >XMBOTA 3a CBAKOT
rpahannHa. OBe pedpopMme mpencTaB/bae Cy 3Ha4ajaH HAIIpeJaK Ha Manupy, aam
cy myOOKO yKOpemeHe pojHe HOpMe 1 [ia/be IOCTOjasle, IITO je OTKPUBANO ja3
usMeby 3akoHa U cBakofHeBHe Ipakce. Paji MCTpaXkyje Ha KOjU HA4MH CY IOCTIe-
paTHY IpaBHY OKBMPY HACTOja/M fIa IPETBOPE PaBHOIIPABHOCT Y TPAjHM MUP.

Kipyune peun: Yeimas QPegepaitiusne Hapogue Peiiybnuxe Jyiocnasuje us 1946.
logune. — Jylocnasuja. — Pogna pasuoipasnocti. - Animiugauiu-
CIUYKU PPOHTE HeHa.
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