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This paper critiques the understanding of gendered violence solely through the
lens of recognition politics without addressing the politics of redistribution in
post-conflict, post-socialist Croatia. Since the 1990s, privatization and transition
period have eroded social security nets and workers’ rights, even as legal reforms
and international conventions on victims’ protections were incorporated into
the Croatian legal system, mainly by EU-funded civil society projects. Persistent
underfunding of health, education and social welfare systems undermines
meaningful efforts to tackle gendered violence. Drawing on in-depth expert
interviews with members of the judiciary, police, social welfare organizations,
feminist NGOs, and women’s shelters, the paper highlights issues within the
legal and social welfare systems through a Marxist-feminist lens. Survivors face
the imperative to engage in precarious work, incur significant costs when
engaging the legal system, and struggle with limited access to welfare and
care services. At the same time, the privileged status of war veterans reinforces
social hierarchies and intensifies gendered inequalities. These findings suggest
that combating gendered violence cannot be separated from struggles against
capitalist exploitation. By connecting recognition and redistribution politics, the
paper situates gendered violence within the erosion of post-socialist welfare
systems and the persistence of militarized privilege.
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1 Introduction

This article will emphasize the need for redistribution as essential in fighting gendered
violence. The imperative to work as a way to escape violence, the costs of engaging with
the legal system and the prevailing significance of war veterans and their material and
symbolic privileges in the Croatian society exemplify the inadequacy of mere recognition of
gendered violence as a societal issue in capitalism. Rather than treating Marxist feminism,
gender-based violence (GBV) studies and scholarship on post-conflict Croatia as separate
and demarcated fields, this paper brings them into critical dialogue. It argues that any
meaningful understanding of gendered violence in post-conflict and post-socialist societies
needs to address the interplay between militarism, growth-oriented economy and social
reproduction as an approach which is underdeveloped in current literature. Most studies
of GBV in Croatia have focused on institutional reforms, victims’ rights, and the role of
civil society in aligning the domestic legal framework with international standards. While
valuable, this emphasis on recognition politics overlooks the material conditions that shape
both vulnerability to violence and access to support networks. This paper addresses this gap
by drawing on Marxist feminism to analyze how privatization, welfare retrenchment and
labor precarity, key features of Croatia’s post-war transition, constrain the possibilities of
survivors of violence to access meaningful support, care and protection.
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Through empirical analysis of expert interviews with
members of the judiciary, police, social welfare organizations,
feminist NGOs, and women’s shelters, this paper explores three
interconnected themes: the imperative of work for survivors in
capitalism, the economic and bureaucratic cost of engaging with
the legal system, and the privileged status of war veterans in
shaping gendered hierarchies of recognition and harm. In doing so,
it offers a conceptual contribution to both Marxist feminist theory
and critical GBV scholarship by situating gendered violence within
the broader context of post-conflict and post-socialist restructuring
and its everyday consequences.

This paper draws on a set of key concepts to frame its analysis
of gendered violence in post-socialist Croatia, including gendered
violence, political economy, social reproduction and redistribution.
Gendered violence is understood as a complex phenomenon, as
defined by Duff and Jenkins (2021), referring to violence that is
rooted in and reinforces hierarchical norms of gender, targeting
specific groups of people such as women, girls and gender non-
conforming people, based on their actual or perceived deviation
from socially constructed, heteronormative ideas of masculinity
and femininity. Political economy is broadly understood as the
study and analysis of the interrelationship of the economy, politics
and society. Social reproduction can be defined as a concept that
encapsulates life-making activities such as biological reproduction,
household care, labor reproduction and community building
(Elias and Rai, 2019; Arruzza and Gawel, 2020; Munro, 2021).
Redistribution refers to reducing inequality of the exploited class
by demanding a more just distribution of wealth (Fraser, 2013).

In Croatia, the socio-economic and political transition from
socialism to capitalism affected women in numerous ways. Most
notably, it resulted in a high proliferation of low-paid, temporary
jobs and long periods of unemployment, while simultaneously
encouraging women into idealized roles of homemakers and
mothers by the nation-state-building project, coupled with the
support of the Catholic Church (Žarkov, 2003; Galić, 2018). During
the EU accession process before 2013, Croatia had to consolidate
its legislation with the EU legal acquis, subsequently adopting
many directives and regulations related to gendered violence and
victim protection (Radačić, 2014), while simultaneously liberalizing
and privatizing public services. After the EU accession in 2013,
there has been evidence of democratic backsliding in the areas of
the judiciary, independent media and national-level governance
(Čepo, 2020). While the concept of “illiberalism” has been
popularized as a critique of populist right-wing governments and
democratic backsliding in Central and Eastern Europe (Kovats,
2017; Korolczuk and Graff, 2018; Čepo, 2020), it neglects the
problems and violence inherent in the liberal nation-states. Liberal
democracies are implicated in the imperial, colonial and racialized
capitalist order that often manifests in repressive and violent forms
of state control (Lottholz, 2024). One of these violent and repressive
forms can be observed in the state’s repression of protests that
threaten the property-order of liberal democracies (Duff, 2017). In
other words, the idea of (human) rights is often in conflict with the
sanctity and protection of private property, in which the latter takes
precedence. In connection with gendered violence, these repressive
forms are also observable in state interventions and policing,
which can further harm and traumatize survivors of gendered

violence, especially those from marginalized groups (Miller, 2001;
Goodmark, 2023; Cowan, 2024). Repression and violence can
also be observed in state institutions tasked with reproduction,
which enforce and implement the state’s rules (Munro, 2021).
In other words, health, education and social welfare services
can perform policing functions, further harming the survivors
of violence by denying services, engaging in needs-interpretation
and gatekeeping. Brown (1995, p. 169) frames this even more
straightforwardly: “Whether one is dealing with the state, the
Mafia, parents, pimps, police, or husbands, the heavy price of
institutionalized protection is always a measure of dependence and
agreement to abide by the protector’s rule.”

Furthermore, Croatia, as the latest country to join the EU,
is often portrayed as a success story of the enlargement process,
which overlooks the various socio-economic issues that have arisen
since accession. Čepo’s (2020) analysis of democratic backsliding
focuses on the corruption and control of state assets by the Croatian
Democratic Union (HDZ), which won the first multiparty elections
in Croatia in 1990 and is currently in power. HDZ is also the first
political party to be convicted of corruption1 by the Supreme Court
of Croatia (Čepo, 2020). However, a narrow focus on corruption
and crony capitalism, which are critiques often leveled at post-
socialist economies, sidelines the role of the EU’s neocolonial free-
market ideology that mandated privatization and fiscalization. As
Stubbs and Žitko (2024, p. 6) argue, by 2016, “The Croatian
economy had already morphed into a deindustrialized service
economy integrated into the EU landscape of institutionalized
austerity and surveillance with low fiscal capacity cushioned only
by increased dependence on EU cohesion funds.” The mass
industrialization led by revolutionary Yugoslav leader Josip Broz
Tito after the Second World War prompted a large number
of young women to find jobs in the textile sector (Bonfiglioli,
2019). After the Yugoslav war in the 1990s, many factories closed,
resulting in liquidation, cutbacks and constraining thousands
of textile workers into dubious and exploitative private-sector
occupations. Conditions in which gendered violence abounds are
linked to the effects of deindustrialization, specifically economic
deprivation and community insecurity (Goodmark, 2018). To
sum up, the democratic backsliding and deindustrialization have
made things worse for women in Croatia, especially in relation to
gendered violence.

Moreover, the failed promise of prosperity in the so-called
free market is evident in Croatia’s dependent market economy, as
evidenced by the foreign trade balance that has been in deficit
almost continuously since the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the
1990s (Gužvica and Bilić, 2024). Croatia consistently imports
more than it exports, and this deficit is usually measured in
billions of dollars, which is one of the most reliable indicators
of a country’s dependent market economy (Gužvica and Bilić,
2024). The transition period, privatization and different stages
of Croatia’s capitalist development were far more complex than

1 Known as the “Fimi media” affair, in which HDZ obtained illegal funds,

concealed realized incomes and used them to finance the work of a political

party from 2004 until 2009. The Prime Minister of that time Ivo Sanader has

also been convicted as a war profiteer. For context see Vuletic (2014).
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explained above; however, in connection to gendered violence,
this is evident in the weakened state services and the shifting
burden of social reproduction onto the individuals or the market.
Bhattacharya (2013) explained that capitalism benefits from unpaid
labor in terms of social reproduction and minimal social wage
investment. This dependence of production on social reproduction
is crucial for understanding gendered violence as an integral part of
the political economy of gendered relations (Bhattacharya, 2013).
The lack of social security nets and the precarious position of
working-class women victims of violence in Croatia complicates
the picture of combating gendered violence through legislation and
NGO projects.

The imperative placed by institutions on victims of abuse to
leave their abusers sidelines the fact that the divorce procedure
has the power to determine the materialist conditions of women’s
lives, especially when they are also involved in the criminal
procedure as victims of gendered violence. Divorce might leave
these women financially destitute, and their reports of abuse might
be used against them. Following the process of privatization and
de-institutionalization, the underfunded and understaffed social
welfare sector (Stubbs and Sertić, 1996; Stubbs and Lendvai-
Bainton, 2020) relies on the few NGOs that provide social services
(Bežovan, 2003). Both the social welfare and NGO sectors struggle
to prevent cases of gendered violence due to the contradictory
nature of their reproductive work, which also serves the repressive
function of the capitalist state by disciplining their working-class
“clients” into workers (Munro, 2021).

This article is structured as follows: the section below presents
the theoretical framework, starting with the literature review of
relevant Marxist-feminist literature that helps to situate the issue of
gendered violence in materialist terms. Following this, an overview
of the literature closely related to the specific post-Yugoslav context
of women’s labor rights and gendered violence is provided. After
that, the methodology section explains the overarching framework,
data collection and analysis process and ethical considerations. The
discussion and findings section focuses on three themes: the first,
the critique of the imperative of work for survivors of gendered
violence. Second, the focus on costs of reporting abuse, including
the issue of access to services and facilities. Third, the critique of the
special status of war veterans is related to gendered violence in both
symbolic and material terms. Finally, I conclude by arguing that
combating gendered violence is inextricably linked to the broader
struggle against exploitation in capitalism.

2 The importance of the
Marxist-feminist lens on gendered
violence

Economic crises since the 2008 crash, austerity, the pandemic,
geopolitical conflicts and climate catastrophes have led to
a deepening of economic inequality, influencing critiques of
postmodernism, postfeminism, and intersectional approaches,
which often overlook the totality of capitalist social relations.
Much of feminist theory in the past two decades has tended
toward a poststructuralist understanding of gendered violence,
but has failed to historicize gendered violence and unearth its

material underpinnings. As Bhattacharya (2013) argued, to combat
gendered violence and inequality, Marxist feminists2 need to
investigate the material basis of gender relations under capitalism,
especially how neoliberalism has reorganized social reproduction.

Furthermore, this article will avoid reducing the problem
of patriarchy and gendered violence to individual antagonisms
between men and women. This reductionism is an inherent
feature of liberal feminism, which holds onto an ahistorical
understanding of patriarchy and decontextualized considerations
of the marginalization and discrimination experienced by women
(Burcar, 2020). To understand gendered violence, which is
a product of the political economy of gender relations, the
contradictory nature of the dependence of production on
social reproduction needs to be problematized (Bhattacharya,
2013). Social reproduction theory (SRT) links production and
reproduction, showing how capitalism depends on both wage
labor and unpaid domestic labor while benefiting from unpaid
reproductive labor (Bhattacharya, 2017). Moreover, the burden
on families, especially women, is increased by the privatization
and individualization of unpaid labor in the home, public services
funded by the state, and paid services provided by the market.

SRT seeks to demonstrate how various oppressions are
constitutive of labor relations rather than solely focusing on the
gendered dimension of social reproduction as assumed in what
can be called reductive feminisms. From a Marxist viewpoint,
class is qualitatively different from race and gender and cannot be
reduced to just another form of oppression (Gimenez, 2001). The
underpinning, unnamed force that affects all interactions related
to class, race and gender is the class power itself. The liberal
critique of what is deemed as “class reductionism” led to gender,
race and ethnic reductionisms (Kandal, 1995; Gimenez, 2001).
In other words, the misunderstanding of class resulted in purely
semantic struggles, with the endless reproduction of terms that
describe the relationship between gender, race and class, defanged
from the potential for revolutionary class struggle. Furthermore,
understanding oppression as manufactured and reinforced by
social relations through a dialectical model is more beneficial than
taxonomies of oppression for building non-identitarian solidarity
(Lewis, 2016).

SRT emphasizes the work that creates and renews life, showing
that the possibility for profit-making work depends on life-making
work. In other words, the work predominantly done by women is
a prerequisite for sustaining the daily lives of laborers. This work
is not only done at home but is also provided by the state through
social provisioning, which largely comprises feminized professions
such as teaching, nursing and social work. SRT’s analysis also
helps to show how violence is closely related to work, because
violence is constitutive of work in capitalism through coercion
and restrictions. Furthermore, as mentioned above, Munro (2021)
argued it is not possible to separate state social welfare provisions
from their repressive and violent functions, as evidenced in the
contradictory role of teachers, nurses and social workers who are

2 In the literature there are debates between Marxist-Feminism, Socialist

Feminism and Materialist Feminism which go beyond the scope of this article.

For further discussion see Čakardić (2022), Fakier et al. (2021), Gimenez

(2001), Arruzza (2016), Luxton (2014).
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tasked with providing services but at the same time disciplining and
repressing the working class.

There have been increasing critiques from the Left on the
futility of identity politics, which has deviated from its original
radical meaning (Drucker, 2015; Lewis, 2016; Noyé and Rebucini,
2021; Táíwò, 2022; Sarkar, 2025). The term was originally coined
by the Combahee River Collective, whose members believed
in internationalism and the struggle against the US-led West’s
colonial, imperialist, and capitalist domination (Combahee River
Collective, 2017). The Combahee River Collective comprised
women veterans of the Black Panther Party and other antiracist
organizations. As Black feminists, they have established a tradition
that explicitly rejected individualizing and separating racism from
sexism and vice versa. Furthermore, they understood racism and
poverty as interlinked in the capitalist society, and necessarily
rejected middle-class strategies for women’s liberation, which
ignored the centrality of class in working-class and poor women’s
lives. Instead, they argued for a redistribution of resources based on
the collective needs of the most oppressed.

Drawing on the need to redistribute resources, Fraser (2013)
proposed an understanding of gender in a two-dimensional way:
rooted in society’s economic structure and status order. Or in other
words, it is concerned with both recognition and redistribution.
This helps us imagine gendered justice as constitutive of both
changing the economic structure that creates the gendered division
of labor, and the status order of contemporary society which
institutionalizes androcentric values (Fraser, 2013). To clarify, the
issue of misrecognition is related to women’s subordinate status in
society, where they are not considered equal to men in all areas
of social life. Fraser (2013) proposes a non-identitarian politics of
recognition in order to avoid colluding with neoliberalism. The
gendered subordination has long been an explanation for gendered
violence by radical feminists (Duff, 2018). However, overcoming
gendered subordination necessarily requires the redistribution of
resources to avoid mere symbolism of recognition. For example,
new forms of work, such as part-time work, work-from-home
arrangements, and additional work in private or family businesses,
were constructed by the capitalist order in Croatia as family and
mother-friendly employment (Burcar, 2020). These policies were
introduced by recognition of the unique status of mothers and
motherhood in relation to labor. However, these forms of work
have highly negative consequences for the socio-economic status
of women as well as segregation effects. They also enable the
deinstitutionalization of public care networks and facilitate the
exploitation of cheap labor power. This is in vast contrast to the
previous socialist labor policies of Yugoslavia, which guaranteed
women’s rights to permanent and full-time employment alongside
newly established supportive public services such as kindergartens
and nurseries (Burcar, 2020). Here we can see how capitalism’s
feminization of poverty reorganizes social reproduction and pushes
women into the idealized roles of homemakers. Naturalization
of gendered roles, isolation and economic dependence increase
vulnerability to gendered violence.

Yugoslavia’s self-management workplace model was a
unique phenomenon nestled between US capitalism and Soviet
communism. Based on changes in ownership of the means of
production, women in Yugoslavia were granted equal rights across

all areas of state, economic and socio-political life. According to
the Yugoslav Constitution of 1946, women were not only given
the right to vote but also the right to equal pay, a right that the
West introduced only in the 1970s (Burcar, 2020). This marked
just the beginning of the deliberate process of socioeconomic
emancipation for women, whose success depended on structural
changes to the political and economic systems, intertwined with
the regulation of relations and division of labor. In other words,
it wasn’t merely legislative changes that aided the socioeconomic
emancipation of women, but the transformation of the social order
and political and economic system toward socialism. Socialist
policies promoted women’s full employment while supporting
them through newly established public services, marking a
progressive break with the previous historical period of the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia (1929–1945), during which women lacked
any3 political or property rights (Burcar, 2020). This period was
also shaped by the participation of working-class and peasant
women in workers’ antifascist and communist organizations
(Kocman, 1978). Nevertheless, for the first time in history after
1945, women across Yugoslavia obtained legal protection and
rights based on secular state principles. These included equal
rights to men in inheritance and family law (particularly the right
to request divorce), political rights (such as voting rights), the
right to work and equal pay, the right to abortion and access
to social protection (Gudac Dodic, 2006). The right to abortion
was enshrined in 1974 as “the right to family planning” in a
Constitutional provision (Gudac Dodic, 2006). The Yugoslav
abortion law was considered revolutionary at that time, as abortion
was still criminalized in many other European countries (Gudac
Dodic, 2006).

The Antifascist Women’s Front (AFŽ), formed in 1942, played
a key role in mobilizing women partisans who fought alongside
men against fascist and Nazi occupation, and many of its members
later became leaders of partisans’ boards (Jovanovic, 2015). AFŽ
was also responsible for, among other activities, a nationwide
literacy campaign that taught women how to read, write and
be politically active in their local communities (Zaviršek, 2008).
AFŽ was disbanded in 1953, which liberal feminists saw as
a defeat for women’s rights and a return to institutionalized
patriarchy, even though emancipatory politics continued to be
systematically embedded in many sessions of the Yugoslav
leadership of the socialist alliance and influenced the discussions
held by the UN under the banner of “women’s issues” (Burcar,
2020; Bonfiglioli, 2021). Furthermore, the liberal feminist push for
separate women’s organizations and lobbies is rooted in identity
politics divorced from socio-economic systems of exploitation
and material conditions. As Burcar (2020) argued, citing Vida
Tomšić (1913-1998), a prominent Yugoslav partisan and politician
who played a vital role in both the Non-Aligned Movement and

3 During the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, marriage was under the jurisdiction of

religious communities: Catholics, Orthodox, Muslims and other communities

all had their own rules. Only a small part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia was

subject to the Hungarian Civil Code. Divorce was very difficult to obtain and

depended on the religious community, and marriage rights and obligations

were different everywhere. For more info see Simic (2018).
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UN settings,4 overcoming women’s subordination is unattainable
within isolated and segregated women’s organizations because it
is a societal and structural issue that requires changes in material
conditions and a comprehensive overhaul of society as a whole.

Another common liberal and radical feminist critique of
socialist Yugoslavia is that Yugoslavia failed to eradicate patriarchal
institutions, and that gendered violence remained widespread
and unaddressed (Ramet, 1999; Lóránd, 2019). The issue with
this argument is that addressing gendered violence is seen solely
through a lens of legislative and carceral responses of the state,
rather than through structural socio-economic changes that enable
not only the economic independence of individual women but also
a collectivization of care.

The perceived shortcomings of women’s rights within socialism
led to the formation of a network of women’s groups in the
1970s, referring to themselves as the new Yugoslav feminists
(Lóránd, 2019). They were inspired by what is commonly known
as the “second wave” of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s in
the US and Western Europe. While the wave analogy helps
to illustrate the fragmentation of feminist activism, it is an
oversimplification (Olufemi, 2020). Despite the complexity of
the so-called second wave, problematic assumptions and legacies
continue from Western radical feminist literature of that period.
Essentialist approaches to gender difference, the positioning of
all women as victims, equating (heterosexual) sex with violence,
neglecting race and class issues, whitewashing, heteronormativity
and Western hegemony are some of the problems of second
wave feminism criticized by Marxist and intersectional feminists
(Rodriguez Martinez, 2011). I argue that some of these issues
were uncritically transferred to the Yugoslav context of the
1970s, which had already experienced liberalization, student
protests, nationalist sentiments, and an opening to the West
(Haug, 2012; Lóránd, 2019). Instead of turning to revolutionary
women’s writings from non-aligned countries of the Global
South, the Yugoslav new feminists were drawn to Western
radical feminists such as Dobash and Dobash, Brownmiller,
Thompson and Temkin (Lóránd, 2019), whose arguments were
used to advocate for state protection against gendered violence
and carceral systems solutions. These approaches to gendered
violence influenced feminist activism after the dissolution of
Yugoslavia in the 1990s by emphasizing gender oppression
as a fundamental cause of gender inequality, ignoring the
class-based exploitation.

Rooted in this focus on domestic violence within Western
radical feminist literature, the first SOS Phoneline was established
in 1988 in Zagreb, followed by SOS Phonelines in Ljubljana
in 1989 and Belgrade in 1990. The war in the 1990s had a
damaging impact on the women’s network in former Yugoslavia,
with some activists aligning with an ethno-nationalistic agenda
(Miškovska Kajevska, 2017). Those feminists who emphasized
anti-nationalism, transnational solidarity and peace were publicly
denounced as traitors of their homeland (Boric, 2003). After
the war, feminism in the former Yugoslavia essentially became
subsumed under professionalization in NGOs funded by local and
international funding bodies (Jansen, 2005).

4 See Bonfiglioli (2021).

3 The political and economic
consequences of wartime and
transition to capitalism

In 1994, UNICEF found that domestic abuse was widespread
during the so-called transition5 period in Croatia (UNICEF, 1994).
Despite democratic reforms in the 1990s, women’s roles in the
public diminished, and many faced unemployment. Although there
are no empirical studies in Croatia to confirm the idea that the war
exacerbated domestic violence, it had devastating consequences
on the position of women more generally (UNICEF, 1994). Many
women became widows struggling to adapt to their new family role,
whilst some men came back from the war with PTSD. The war also
increased societal tolerance for violence, and the transition period
was marked by decreased social security and rises in unemployment
and poverty. Between 1995 and 2002, there was an increase in police
interventions for domestic violence (UNICEF, 1994). Data from the
Women’s Counseling Center for the period from 1997 to 1999 also
showed that 57% of women sought help due to domestic violence
(Ajduković and Pavleković, 2003).

The consequences of the transition period in the 1990s were
not unique to Croatia but had similar effects across the region.
Research conducted in 1999 and 2000 in North Macedonia, Serbia,
Hungary and Bulgaria discovered that 53.6% of women thought
that the quality of their family life had worsened in the past 10
years (Nikolić-Ristanović and Dokmanović, 2006). These countries
had the most significant decline in the number of employed
people between 1989 and 1997 (Nikolić-Ristanović, 2002). Job
losses strained family relationships, leading to worsened financial
situations. On the other hand, the sudden acquisition of wealth for
certain members of society6 also contributed to the deterioration
of relationships, especially if the husband entered the nouveau
riche echelon (Nikolić-Ristanović and Dokmanović, 2006). The
attainment of a better social and economic position for these men
entrenched notions of their superior masculinity and the renewal
of traditionalism regarding gender roles in the family. In contrast,
the majority of men in the region of former Yugoslavia have
seen their social and economic position deteriorate after the war
and during the transition to capitalism, contributing to the social
stress and isolation, which increased the risk of domestic violence
(Nikolić-Ristanović and Dokmanović, 2006).

An additional risk factor was the so-called crisis of femininity
from the socialist period, related to women’s job losses (Nikolić-
Ristanović, 2002). For well-educated, middle-class women who
had enjoyed relative economic independence during communism,
this meant feeling degraded in their new role as homemakers.
For working-class women, the consequences were more dire,
as they lost material security, collective empowerment and the
symbolic valorization of their work in textile factories (Bonfiglioli,
2020). Factors connected with the transition period also included
distrust in state institutions and corruption (Nikolić-Ristanović
and Dokmanović, 2006). The increased influence of the Catholic

5 For a critique of the concept of transition see Buden (2010).

6 There were some who profiteered of the wartime and transition period,

either by war profiteering or by buying and reselling what was once state

property. See Čučković (1993), Čengić (1996), Kostovicova et al. (2020).
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Church in Croatia marked the transition period, coupled with the
ethno-nationalistic agenda, which facilitated the reorganization of
social reproduction, isolating women in the nuclear families.

The discourse regarding women in Yugoslavia dramatically
shifted as a result of the war in the 1990s, from emancipated,
partisan, politically and socially engaged Yugoslav women to
ethnically marked (mostly Croatian and Bosnian) victims of
wartime sexual violence (Žarkov and Drezgić, 2006). State-
controlled media in Croatia essentially exploited wartime rape to
further the political agenda of the nation-state building project
(Zarkov, 2001). Wartime sexual violence was also utilized by
international feminist scholarship in insisting on ethnic markers
of victims and perpetrators (Kesic, 1994; Olick and Stiglmayer,
1995; Žarkov, 2007). The focus on ethnic dimensions colored
by nationalistic sentiments still prevails in the post-war period,
as evidenced by the implementation of the Law on the Rights
of Victims of Sexual Violence in the Homeland War7 under the
purview of the Ministry of War Veterans.8 There were complaints
of the Ministry‘s biases, highlighted in a refusal of Serbian victim
claim of wartime rape by the Croatian Armed Forces in 1993
(Nacional, 2018).

Economic changes following the transition to a market
economy had significant consequences for collective life, mediated
by the war, privatization, and deindustrialization. Growth as
the primary driver in capitalist economies meant reducing the
state provisions and services. Consequently, private companies,
civil organizations and individuals were encouraged to take
responsibility for services that the state no longer provides
(Goodmark, 2018). In other words, while legislation and legal
procedures on domestic and sexual violence were introduced in the
Croatian legislation, workers’ rights and protections were curtailed,
the commons were privatized, and the burden of care and welfare
individualized. Macroeconomic politics, deindustrialization and
neoliberal economic policies are all linked to gendered violence
(Goodmark, 2018). Women were the first to be laid off during
the transition period and “went back” to their traditional roles
of homemakers (Kamenov and Galic, 2011). The employment
opportunities became scarcer, especially for women with lower
qualifications who had more than one child and were in older age
groups (Kamenov and Galic, 2011). The proliferation of low-wage,
part-time and precarious employment for these women meant that
they were at greater risk of becoming economically dependent on
their husbands and partners, complicating their decision to leave
violent relationships.

4 Methodology

This paper draws on data from a larger research project
examining the political and legal dimensions of gendered violence
in Croatia based on in-depth expert interviews. The interviewees

7 This is the term used in the official Croatian nationalist narrative (in some

cases also “Greater Serbian Aggression on Croatia”) to denote the 1990s war

of dissolution of Yugoslavia.

8 Ministarstvo branitelja, literal translation should read “Ministry of

Defenders.”

included members of the judiciary, police, social welfare, feminist
NGOs, women’s shelters, journalists, and academics. Thematic
analysis was used to derive broad themes from the coding
nodes after categorizing and analytically reflecting upon them by
examining concepts and meanings (Saldaña, 2016). The topic of
this article corresponds to the delineated theme named initially
“The Political Economy of Gender-Based Violence”.

In-depth interviews were selected as the most appropriate
method to explore the cases of GBV as explained by the experts
in their own words and through their lived experiences. While
court data and case reports could have provided information on
GBV cases, the expressive subjective narratives (Arsel, 2017) of
the experts went beyond simple descriptions and case analysis,
incorporating broader socio-political and economic realities of
daily life. The inherent power imbalance in the interview process
can be addressed by adopting a more collaborative style of
interviewing. In other words, the interviews were not meant to
be interrogations but rather a conversation aimed at building
knowledge collectively (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Interviewing
facilitated interaction and knowledge (co)production between
the researcher and participants, as well as direct witnessing of
real-life challenges. For example, reading about social workers’
understaffing and underfunding in a report (Rajter, 2015) was
different from observing the dilapidated building, an elderly
security guard with mobility issues and several towers of paper
case files in a cramped office, that had to be rearranged by the
social worker to facilitate the interview. Furthermore, due to the
sensitivity of the topic, the interview as a method allowed for
the expression of a wide array of emotions during the research.
The emotions experienced during this process can be valuable in
interpreting data and critically reflecting on the research process
(Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010). For instance, the frustrations, anger,
and sadness expressed by some participants regarding the failings
of the welfare and legal systems to assist or protect survivors
facilitated “affective solidarity”, which is based not on shared
identity or empathy, but on the desire to bring about social change
(Hemmings, 2012). In other words, the presence and experience of
discomfort and unease with dominant norms and power relations
foster a desire for societal transformation. Understanding the
broader injustice within the legal and welfare systems creates a
space for feminist and materialist politics of change.

Participants were selected through established professional and
activist networks, focusing on experts with experience related
to gendered violence. This experience included working directly
with survivors, policy-making, research or clinical practice. For
this research, non-probability purposive sampling was deemed
the most appropriate method. The main selection criterion was
professional experience with gendered violence, regardless of
specific demographic characteristics. Data collection took place
from 2018 to 2019 and was conducted in person in Croatia.
All interviews lasted approximately 45–90 min. Twenty-five in-
depth interviews were carried out, audio recorded, and transcribed
verbatim by hand. Only selected quotes were translated from
Croatian to English. Ethical approval was granted by the University
of Essex. Participants received an information sheet and a consent
form, ensuring their anonymity. Due to the limited pool of Croatian
experts working on gendered violence issues, my responsibility
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as a researcher was to protect the privacy and anonymity of
participants, ensuring that nothing said could subsequently harm
them personally or professionally. Each participant was assigned
a pseudonym chosen randomly from an online database of
common Croatian surnames. Guided by the practical instructions
for researchers and activists addressing violence against women,
the wellbeing of participants remained central to the research
process (Ellsberg et al., 2005). This involved making participants
aware of their right to withdraw at any stage of the interview
and employing strategies such as active listening, empathizing, and
reflecting throughout the conversations.

The interview guide was semi-structured, based on broadly
identified topics, including concrete examples of professional
encounters with cases of gendered violence, views on socialization,
gendered roles, the socio-economic context in relation to gendered
violence, and opinions and involvement in policy-making and law-
drafting groups. Thematic analysis was used to interpret the data,
categorizing and making sense of it (Naeem et al., 2023). After
the initial analysis, additional themes were identified. The coding
process employed a hybrid approach, combining manual methods
with computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, NVivo.
Quotes from interview participants included in this paper were
carefully selected from in-depth interviews, which were transcribed
into dozens of pages of text. The quotes chosen support the
presented interpretations and explanations, primarily illustrating
how the findings and insights emerged from the data collected. The
main purpose of including direct quotes from the interviews is to
demonstrate how the findings and interpretations derive from the
data (Patton, 2015). In this way, experts’ views are presented in their
own words. Only relevant quotes have been included and edited for
clarity, given the limited scope of the paper.

As described elsewhere (Kujundžić, 2022), my own
positionality as a researcher involved a certain level of secrecy and
silence, which are inherent to every research process (Ryan-Flood
and Gill, 2010). I used strategic silence to protect the data collection
process by not revealing my political positions, aiming to avoid
antagonizing or provoking some of the participants. Both Marxism
and feminism have rich and diverse theoretical foundations, and
neither term is immediately apparent or transparent in public
discourse in Croatia. As a former NGO worker, volunteer, and
activist in various progressive movements, I had to navigate the
tensions between these roles and my role as a researcher. These
tensions were eased in the company of some participants who
were also actively involved in or supported activism around the
issue of GBV. Moreover, the success of the research partly depends
on the researcher’s experiential knowledge of the phenomenon
(Fook, 1999). In other words, both my previous work and activist
experience supported me during the data collection process and
influenced the data analysis. As previously mentioned, the affective
solidarity (Hemmings, 2012) is developed from feminist reflexivity,
which arises from an experience of dissonance between the self and
social expectations, leading to reflexive politicization.

5 Findings and discussion

Three core themes were identified in the participants’ narratives
related to gendered violence and the political economy, which will

be explored in the sections below. The first theme will demonstrate
how the meaning of work has changed from socialism to capitalism
and the implications of that for survivors of gendered violence.
The second exemplifies the costs of reporting the abuse as well
as issues of accessing survivor-oriented services and facilities. The
third explores the symbolic and material status of war veterans
in the Croatian society and its direct implications on gendered
violence. All themes reveal the complicated picture of fighting
gendered violence in capitalism, where the focus is on recognition
rather than redistribution.

a. “Without a job, there is no escape out of violence”- The
Imperative of Work for Survivors of Gendered Violence.

The global economic crisis of 2008, arriving only 12 years
after the end of the war in Croatia, further disadvantaged
women and increased their financial and labor inequality vis-à-
vis men. Compared to men, women, on average, pay a higher
price for negative economic trends (Goodmark, 2018). The socio-
economic circumstances of the economic crisis further exacerbated
economic violence. While the broader economic context is
occasionally acknowledged in literature on economic violence, it
is often conceptualized as a special form of domestic violence
against women, including psychological, physical, or sexual abuse
(Stylianou, 2018; Postmus et al., 2020).

Croatian Law on Protection from Domestic Violence defines
economic violence as “prohibiting or debilitating the use
of personal or joint property, disposing of personal income
or property acquired through personal work or inheritance,
preventing employment, denying funds to maintain a joint
household and caring for children” (Official Gazette of the Republic
of Croatia 126/19). Economic violence is often connected to other
forms of domestic abuse in cases where the victim does not have
sufficient funds or an independent income to facilitate their escape
from the relationship. Having to navigate the legal system as
a result of reporting gendered violence often requires financial
support, even if the state provides free legal aid. Attending court
dates might mean missing time from work and incurring costs for
transportation and childcare.

Mandić, a former prosecutor and a private practice lawyer,9 told
me she had a recent divorce case in which the woman did not know
anything about her and her husband’s finances.

I asked her: You have been working for 38 years, how
much was your salary and where did that money go? She told
me: ‘I don’t know, I would give him [the husband] my whole
salary every month’. She knew nothing about the bills, about
the mortgage, or even which bank he had his account with.

At first glance, the case above illustrates a patriarchal
arrangement in which the husband, as the head of the family,
oversees all the finances, leaving the wife in a desolate position
if she wishes to leave. However, it also points to the hidden
assumption of individual financial responsibility rather than
a collective one in which the society as a whole takes care of

9 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 10.9.2019.
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its members. There is a tendency in current gendered violence
advocacy in Croatia to stress the importance of employment as
a way out of an abusive relationship. The argument goes that an
unemployed, economically dependent woman has significantly
reduced opportunities to confront violence and achieve
successful parenting.

For example, the Autonomous Women’s House Zagreb, in their
study on economic violence in Croatia, discusses the manifest
and latent employment functions (Maslić Seršić, 2010). Manifest
employment functions can be seen as directly related to income-
earning and financial security. In contrast, latent functions are
related to time structuring, meeting and socializing with other
people, social status and social activity. Unemployment, coupled
with abuse, can lead to women becoming socially excluded
from society and unable to access support (Maslić Seršić, 2010).
However, manifest and latent employment functions, however
relevant to the individual, do not seem to address the structural
issue with work under capitalism; namely, exploitation, precarity
and commodification of time. This lack of acknowledgment also
negates the possibility of resistance to capitalist temporality and its
emphasis on efficiency, productivity, and segmentation of time in
contrast to the commons and community (Sørensen and Wiksell,
2019).

The study goes on to list the violent strategies related to
economic abuse such as exclusive control of joint financial
resources and deprivation of women’s economic autonomy;
impoverishing and putting women in a state of financial and
material deprivation; placing women in a position of economic
dependence on the abuser; violent control and confiscation
of personal material resources available to women; forcible
obstruction of an employed woman in the performance of her
work duties and deprivation of her autonomy in deciding how
to manage the financial income (Maslić Seršić, 2010). While
the influence of the global economic crisis is acknowledged, the
study’s recommendations focus on the top-down development
of psychosocial and employment programs, as well as the
provision of other forms of material and social support. Mutual
aid, bolder demands for redistribution, and problematization
of the sanctity of private property are not explored in
the report.

Research conducted in 2013 focused on economic violence as
an often neglected and underreported form of abuse (Sarnavka
and Markulin, 2013). The research was conducted in five
countries: Croatia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Montenegro. The main findings were that both employed
and unemployed women are exposed to economic violence,
although the consequences and forms that it takes are different
in these two groups. Only 11.5% of women in Croatia own the
property in which they live with their partners (Sarnavka and
Markulin, 2013). Most women have raised bank loans during
their marriages and partnerships to finance the renovation of
apartments or houses in which they lived with their partner’s
parents, which they repaid alone or have continued to repay them
after the relationship or marriage ended (Sarnavka and Markulin,
2013). In already unstable economic conditions, this burden is a
significant barrier for women with children who want to leave
abusive relationships.

Lawyer Mandić also advanced this point in relation to the scope
of her legal work:

I had cases in which all the property was signed in the
man’s name, and the woman agreed to it and often they took
out loans in which she is the co-debtor or the guarantor and if
she wants to leave the relationship, he will stop paying the loan
and her salary will be repossessed.

Savić, a renowned feminist and the founder of a well-known
feminist organization that helps women victims of violence and
fights for gender equality,10 remarked on the importance of
employment and work for women, stemming from the research
she conducted on the position of women in Croatia and attitudes
toward them:

It was established that there is this tendency in modernity
in Croatia, even in the attitudes of the most conservative
women, that a woman should work and be employed, even if all
their other attitudes are retrograde. They think it is important
to get married and give birth but working is important as well.
Every third marriage in the urban areas ends up in divorce
and then women who did not work fare very badly and often
never manage to leave, especially if the relationship was abusive,
because they don’t have any financial means. Research has also
shown that single parents are primarily women and they are at
risk, often living on the verge or below the poverty line.

The acceptance of the idea of the working woman can
be seen as a legacy of the former socialist system, in which
women’s emancipation was tied to productive labor. However,
the meaning and type of work, self-management of factories,
workers’ protections and rights have significantly changed since the
socialist period. Deindustrialization and privatization mitigated the
devaluation of women’s industrial work in post-socialist Croatia
(Bonfiglioli, 2020). While employment might provide women
with the economic opportunity to leave abusive relationships, the
proliferation of low-paying, flexible and precarious jobs might
further destabilize women’s financial situations. The reorganization
and privatization of social reproduction also meant that housework
in capitalism is presented as an innate women’s duty, or work
of “love,” and therefore not “real” work which requires adequate
financial compensation. At the same time, as competitive labor
markets devalue care work done primarily by women, they thrive
on women’s unpaid labor at home, which enables the social
reproduction of workers (Ghodsee, 2018).

Pavlović, a psychologist and a former women’s shelter worker,11

pointed out that victims should not expect too much help from
the system since it is usually the victim’s responsibility to secure
employment and material conditions:

Without a job there is no escape of violence for any
woman. And that is a major issue in Croatia, employment, and
employment of women, and especially employment of women

10 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 19.7.2019.

11 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 1.9.2018.
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victims of abuse who have been outside the job market for a
long time. I think every woman who wants to break the cycle
of abuse has to primarily think about herself and persist in her
decision. No system will do that for her, she needs to do that
alone and, in the end, it all falls down on the individual.

Pavlović identifies a systematic problem when it comes to
securing financial means for victims of any kind of abuse, including
gendered violence. With the deterioration of social security nets
and lack of funding for the social welfare sector, including
women’s shelters and NGOs working with domestic abuse, the sole
responsibility for securing adequate financial conditions falls on
the individuals. She also elaborated on the issue with state policies
designed to employ women victims of domestic violence:

For a time, employers could get incentives for the
employment of women victims of violence, and there were
subsidies by the state. This was exploited by employers en
masse, for some ridiculous salaries of 2000 or 3000 HRK.12

But even that starting salary and initial employment meant a
lot to [abused] women because a lot of them would enter the
labour market for the first time after X years. Some employers
would notice them, see that they were valuable and eager
to prove themselves, and then hire them on a permanent
contract; it was a step out of violence for them. Most women
need this financial help because in most of these marriages a
woman is unemployed, because if she is employed then there
are accusations like: ‘What are you doing, who knows who
you’re hooking up with,’ and when she stops working then
he says: ‘You just want to spend my money, you are nobody
and nothing without me, you have nothing without me.’ Such
pressures become so terrifying that she usually resigns herself.
And then at work, she says, ‘It’s hard for me to be apart from
my children’, she invents some reason without actually saying
what the reason for her resignation is.

As Pavlović explained, the state’s incentives can be exploited
by employers looking for cheap labor rather than providing
opportunities to aid abused women on the path to financial
independence. Furthermore, keeping a job while being involved in
an abusive relationship is a difficult task. Abused women are less
likely to maintain long-term employment and report being late and
absent from work than other women (Goodmark, 2018). Abusive
partners may deter victims from going to work by destroying job-
related documents and work clothes, inflicting visible injuries or
harassing them at work. To add insult to injury, state incentives
often push women survivors into low-paid and precarious jobs such
as carers for the elderly (in Serbo-Croatian: geronto-domaćice).
The deinstitutionalisation of elder care has enabled state incentives
for both for-profit and non-profit organizations to take on the
burden of care that the state no longer provides. EU-funded
project in 2017, “Make a Wish -Women’s Employment Program”,
specifically targeted hard-to-employ women, including survivors of
abuse, to care for the elderly in their own homes (Šipuš, 2023).
While the project has been deemed successful and beneficial for the
local community (Šipuš, 2023), the state has relinquished part of its
responsibility for the aging population through the privatization of

12 Approximately 229.83 and 344.74 GBP.

care and placing the burden of social reproduction on the shoulders
of women with the lowest level of employability in the competitive
market economy.

b. “The System is Not Working” - Costs of Reporting Abuse.

Getting involved with the legal system requires financial
support. Having a legal advocate means not just better
representation at court but also insight and guidance through the
inner workings of the legal process, which may be confusing or
unintelligible for survivors. The presence of a legal advocate may
provide a favorable outcome, as it signals the victim’s commitment
to the legal process, adding legitimacy to her claim, and also
adds an additional measure of accountability for state officials
(Neumann, 2017). Every victim in a criminal proceeding in Croatia
is entitled to a court-mandated attorney, and any attorney can
be on the court’s list, but this information is not always readily
available to victims. In the legislation pre-2011, prosecution for
minor bodily injury was undertaken by a private lawsuit filed
with the relevant municipal court. This meant that abused women
were required to initiate the prosecution themselves by filing a
private lawsuit with the relevant municipal court. To do this,
the victim must be familiar with her rights and have sufficient
financial resources to pay court fees. This can begin at 500 HRK,13

rising to 1,800 HRK14 to hire an attorney and to pay for a forensic
examination, and may further rise to several thousands of HRK
to account for attorney expenses and the cost of any court fees
on appeal. This changed with the amendments to the Criminal
Code in 2011, which dictated that minor bodily injury committed
against a spouse, family member or partner is no longer prosecuted
privately but officially by the state attorney’s office.

Katanić, a private practice lawyer who works for a women’s
organization,15 stated his opinion on the impact of his own
presence in the courtroom:

I think the legal aid is necessary, it is so difficult to be alone
in the legal process, not only that, but prosecutors and judges
look at you differently if you have legal backup and that is clear
as day that it goes in favorem to those that have legal backup,
and it can harm those who don’t.

However, legal representation costs the victim unless it is a
state-mandated attorney. According to Katanić, at the time of the
interview, the cheapest lawyer would still cost around one thousand
HRK plus value-added tax for every legal action in the proceedings.

Survivors of abuse withdraw from proceedings for numerous
reasons, including being exposed to exacerbated violence and high
financial costs. Even if they stay involved in the proceedings to
the end, the final sentence might be imposed as a further financial
sanction. Nationwide, judges issue fines in 50.8% of cases of
domestic violence (The Advocates for Human Rights, Autonomna
Ženska Kuća Zagreb and Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation,
2012). A sentence for the perpetrator of abuse can have financial
consequences for the whole family.

13 Approximately 57.46 GBP.

14 Approximately 206.84 GBP.

15 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 17.7.2018.
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Blažević, a retired police officer,16 confirmed that most
domestic abuse reports are sentenced as misdemeanors, for which
the most pronounced sentence is a fine:

If he gets a fine of one thousand five hundred HRK that is
punishment for the entire family, which might mean that they
cannot buy clothes or books for their children for that month.
So, the punishment reflects on the deprivation of the family life,
by depriving basic family needs.

Sentencing the perpetrator with a fine may also punish the
victim, especially when the victim is economically dependent on
the perpetrator or when the payment of the fine must come
from joint family funds. There can even be cases where the
victim has to pay the perpetrator’s fine herself (The Advocates for
Human Rights, Autonomna Ženska Kuća Zagreb and Bulgarian
Gender Research Foundation, 2012). This type of sentence presents
a financial risk that may deter further engagement with the
legal system.

Rendulić, a psychologist working at the feminist NGO for
sexual rights,17 also pointed out that reporting domestic violence
often means it will fall under the qualification of a misdemeanor:

The longest prison sentence he can get for domestic abuse
is 90 days. After that, he can come home, which in most cases
is his own; he is the owner of the property.

Social welfare centers may provide victims with one-off
financial assistance for basic expenses, but this is not always an
available or sufficient option for victims. This assistance is often
not enough for the victim to cover living or legal expenses.
Furthermore, some welfare centers do not inform victims of this
possibility (The Advocates for Human Rights, Autonomna Ženska
Kuća Zagreb and Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation, 2012).
When a woman submits a request for one-time financial assistance,
it is also not guaranteed that she will be able to secure it. Another
option is permanent financial assistance, but this compensation is
even rarer than one-time financial assistance. Problems with social
workers addressing gendered violence as simultaneously complicit
and precarious within the state agenda have been problematized
from the same data set elsewhere (Kujundžić, 2022).

In theory, victims of gendered abuse involved in criminal
proceedings are entitled to financial compensation for harm
suffered. This is called a property-right claim. Property-right claim
means that the victim is entitled to compensation for damages,
which can be material or immaterial (pain or fear suffered), return
of property if the victim can prove that she was the owner or a legal
holder of the item in question, and the annulment of some legal
transactions if they arose due to the criminal offense (for example,
if the defendant forcibly induced the victim to conclude a contract).
The survivor (or rather the survivor’s attorney) can file a property
claim in criminal proceedings or in a special civil lawsuit against the
defendant. If the request is made during the criminal proceedings,
the precondition for its acceptance is that the court finds the

16 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 25.2.2019.

17 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 17.7.2019.

defendant guilty. Bilić, a lawyer specializing in human rights who
works with several women’s organizations,18 explained to me that
this right to compensation is also guaranteed by the Directive of the
European Parliament and Council (2012/29/EU), which establishes
minimum standards on the rights, support and protection of
victims of crime. She continued to explain the significance of this
to her own work practice:

Through the implementation of the Directive, I have taken
the position that I will ask all my clients whether they want
to file a property-right claim in criminal proceedings and give
me the authority to do so in accordance with the Directive.
In 100% of cases I was rejected because the courts do not
implement the Directive. And we do not prolong the procedure
with this property-right request because we conduct expert
examinations on some other circumstances anyway, so that
the same expert can report on the same circumstances for
determining the amount of the property-legal claim. We will
see what the appellate court, possibly the Constitutional Court,
will say about this issue, I hope we will not have to go that
way, but there is also the European Court [for Human Rights].
In this attempt to help an individual victim, you see that the
system is not working in some segment where it should, and
you try through an appeal or questioning of a human rights
violation to make the system work.

Courts can avoid implementing the Directive, especially if no
appeal is made to such practice. Bilić’s approach highlights the
limitations of the legal advocacy and legalist approach to justice.
Progressive laws on victims’ protection from gendered violence in
practice do not create positive change if they remain positioned
within the framework of capitalist socio-economic relations and
institutionalized patriarchy (Burcar, 2020). Legislation needs to go
beyond a punitive focus, instead prioritizing the prevention of
the conditions that enable the continuation of gendered violence.
Other hidden costs of getting involved with the legal system in
cases of gendered violence are incurred by the proceedings’ impact
on the victim’s everyday life, such as taking time off from work
to attend court dates or arranging childcare. Also, if the abusive
partner is the sole provider, his imprisonment in custody might
mean increased food insecurity and trouble paying rent, mortgage
or utility bills, resulting in dependence on welfare benefits and
state support.

The number of shelters in Croatia is still insufficient to host
thousands of women seeking their services. Shelters are often
located in urban centers, making them inaccessible to women
without transportation and other resources. The Council of Europe
recommends having a women’s shelter in every region, one per
10,000 inhabitants, and one social work center for victims of sexual
violence per 200,000 women (Mamula and Soba, 2010). Article 23
of the Istanbul Convention states that specialized shelters should
be available in each region. President of the Autonomous Women’s
House Zagreb, Neva Tölle, disputed the Ministry of Social Welfare’s
claim that there are 19 women’s shelters in Croatia. Tölle explained
that there are eight shelters for women and children, and the

18 Interview conducted on 6.9.2019.
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remaining eleven are care homes that receive women and children,
amongst other service users (Index Vijesti, 2020). She also indicated
that systematic financing of shelters remains a pressing issue.

Women who leave violent relationships often struggle
financially, which is exemplified in the time-limited housing for 6–
12 months provided by women’s shelters. Novak, a shelter worker
in a women’s shelter founded by the City of Zagreb,19 explained
how this time is often not enough to secure independence
for victims:

All safe houses in Croatia have a limit of one year, therefore
by the law, it is temporary accommodation, even the law says
from six months to a year in exceptional cases. That sounds
awful and is awful sometimes, but the work is being done in the
meantime to make the victim independent. To reconnect her
with her primary family, to seek help from everyone where help
can be sought, to get a job, for children to enrol in kindergarten,
school, so that someone can work and earn. It doesn’t always
end fabulously; it happens to some that they have nowhere
to go after that one year, then they can ask to be transferred
to another safe house and get more time until they secure
independence. Some therefore decide to return to their partner,
but most do not return to their partner but return to their
primary family. In fact, financial insecurity is just as difficult
a problem as the threat of abuse from the perpetrator. Most
of the victims are unemployed and without secure housing.
Some women have only finished primary or secondary school,
making it difficult to find a job, or they find work in the trade
sector where all salaries are around 3000 HRK,20 so now you
need to rent an apartment, buy food, pay for electricity and
you have two or three children to care for. This can often be
an impossible mission. All this can be solved, but it takes time,
for example, to collect alimony from the perpetrator of violence
for the children, and to find a decent job.

It is evident that shelters try to mitigate the financial problems
of abused women, but often struggle to provide adequate help due
to this legal time constraint. The city-founded shelter in which
Novak works also only accepts women who have reported the abuse
to the police, or who have been referred to the shelter by the social
welfare center after reporting abuse to the police. This leaves one
fewer option for women who are unable or unwilling to report their
partner. This example illustrates how the “caring professions”, such
as shelter workers, can still perform policing functions designed to
discipline the working class (Munro, 2021).

6 “She doesn’t realize that she has a
barrel of gunpowder next to her”—The
legacy of the 1990s war on gendered
violence

War veterans hold a special status in the Croatian socio-
legal context. They symbolize the sacrifice and righteousness of

19 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 10.7.2018.

20 Approximately 344.74 GBP.

the “defense” of Croatia in the 1990s. Since then, they have also
been organizing into influential organizations and operating as
pivotal political actors. Their importance is exemplified by the
existence of a separate Ministry of War Veterans founded in 1997,
dedicated entirely to their affairs as an integrated system of care
for different categories of war veterans. The late President of the
Supreme Court, Milan Vuković, remains famous in the Croatian
legal and political imaginary as the legal expert who declared it
impossible to commit a crime during the liberating “Homeland
War” in the 1990s (Šimićević, 2021). This statement illustrates
the issues with wartime crime impunity (Ponoš, 2020) as well as
the Croatian veterans’ revolt against Croatia’s cooperation with the
Hague Tribunal (Dolenec, 2017).

Related to gendered violence, the status of a war veteran is often
used by the courts as a mitigating circumstance. Judge Krznarić
remarked upon this point21 recalling a case of domestic abuse in
which the perpetrator was a war veteran:

The eldest son testified against his father, retelling how
his dad beats his mom, beats them [the children], and how he
doesn’t give them any money. The hardest thing for him to tell
us was hearing his mum yelling, Please don’t do this anymore,”
and all of them [the children] hearing that and knowing
what he is doing to her. After all of that, the Supreme Court
reduced his sentences by three or four years, and the mitigating
circumstance was that he was a war veteran. But he was
obviously mentally unwell! And when you think about it, who
are those who volunteer to go to war? Some of them already had
issues with aggression, getting into fights and violence.

Croatia underwent a significant mobilization during the 1990s
war. Exact numbers of people who took part in the war are
difficult to pinpoint, but it is estimated that around 11.7% of
the Croatian population are war veterans (Dolenec, 2017). In
comparison, the United States has approximately 2.9% of its
population as veterans of war (Dolenec, 2017). Furthermore,
the Croatian Armed Forces, formed through the widespread
participation in the 1990s war, emerged as a key institution of
the modern Croatian state, affecting both the administrative state
structure and the broader societal framework. This is evident in
the existence of a wide range of advantages in social policy, in
cash and in-kind, for war veterans, their families and survivors
(Stubbs and Lendvai-Bainton, 2020). These rights are to a great
extent passive and passed on generationally, with the offspring of
war veterans being entitled to positive discrimination regarding
higher education enrolment (Stubbs and Lendvai-Bainton, 2020).
These benefits constitute around 2% of GDP for war veterans. In
comparison, social assistance for the poor constitutes only 0.4%
of GDP (Stubbs and Lendvai-Bainton, 2020), which shows the
prevalence of the state favoring war veterans at the expense of
other socially vulnerable groups. Dolenec (2017) argued that war
veterans constitute a privileged group that receives substantial
compensation from the government, yet they are not seen as
a burden to the state. In contrast, initiatives aimed at women
and children, often viewed as “dependents” in society, typically

21 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 7.8.2018.
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consist of mere expressions of concern that lack sufficient funding
(Dolenec, 2017, p. 72).

Spouses of war veterans suffering from PTSD are often exposed
to emotional, verbal and physical abuse, facing the burden of
responsibility and accountability for the whole family (Zdjelarević
et al., 2011). This point was elaborated on by a former minister of
social welfare, Bajović22 who was a member of HDZ known for her
Catholic devotion. Her reflection on the issue of war veterans and
domestic violence was based on situations she observed as a social
worker. Bajović remarked that we still have a lot of people who
were war veterans, and the older they get, the weaker their nerves
become, “and he needs one wrong word, and later he is sorry, but
he can really hurt you.”

She elaborated on what she sees as a problem and a solution to
war veterans’ abuse issues:

Often the woman doesn’t know when to stop, she doesn’t
realise that she has a barrel of gunpowder next to her, nobody
told her that, and instead of working with her and telling her
to, look, when he is like that, don’t provoke him, in the end you
chose him, and the older he gets the worse it will be and you
have to be prepared to be tolerant. If he’s okay as long as you
don’t oppose him, if he’s bearable, then don’t provoke when you
can’t listen to him, just go away, and if it’s really unbearable,
then move away, break up, don’t create a bad situation. I’ve
seen a lot of cases where a woman starts [provoking] and
then she doesn’t stop, and I would tell her: ‘Don’t you hear
yourself; can’t you see he will blow up?!’ Because I could see that
he was refraining himself because there are strangers present
otherwise, he would strike her. And if there is no one around, if
that is the pattern of behaviour, of course, he will hit her. And
if a child sees it, and it has happened a few times, there you
have domestic violence. And actually, when you look at it, it
was provoked by nothing, because someone has a problem they
didn’t deal with, didn’t treat, just a man with a short fuse and
he just cracks.

As mentioned above, war veterans hold a powerful position in
Croatian society: they are organized in influential organizations,
they influence and are influenced by HDZ, and they are revered
as the nation’s heroes (Čepo, 2020). At the same time, the spouses
of war veterans suffering from PTSD remain affected by not only
secondary trauma but also abuse (Zdjelarević et al., 2011; Peraica
et al., 2014). The privileging of war veteran status at the expense of
victims of gendered violence signals Croatia’s condoning of violence
when it serves the political and nationalistic agenda. Furthermore,
the influence of militarization, the protected status of war veterans
and impunity for GBV has further implications for the broader field
of post-conflict GBV studies beyond the national level. Although
there is a considerable body of literature addressing wartime
sexual violence (Zarkov, 2001; Skjelsbaek, 2010; Helms, 2013;
Henry, 2014), it is essential to understand gendered violence as a
continuum, especially in the light of the increasing militarization
occurring in Europe and elsewhere. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
this approach is proposed by Kostovicova et al. (2020), who argued
that post-conflict GBV is rooted in the cumulative political and

22 Interview conducted in Zagreb on 30.4.2019.

socio-economic dynamics of war and peace, highlighting how war
and post-war economic processes co-constitute enduring material
conditions that sustain such violence. By framing gendered violence
as a continuum sustained by nationalistic and militarized logics,
this framework offers a critical lens for examining similar patterns
of impunity and structural violence in other post-conflict societies
where militarism and war veterans are celebrated and prioritized
over gendered justice.

Mandatory military service was abolished in Croatia in 2007;
however, plans are in place to reintroduce it starting in the fall
of 2025. Since 2016, Croatia has increased its investments in
the army by 112% (Hina, 2025) and additional investments in
mandatory military service are planned alongside the increased
allocation for defense to five per cent of GDP to match other NATO
country members. The increased militarization will only add to
the glorification and normalization of violence in everyday life,
including gendered violence. The priorities of Croatia in joining
the war mongering of the EU show a sad departure from the once
non-aligned internationalist politics of Yugoslavia. It is expected
that increased spending on the military will lead to higher taxation
and increased state debt, affecting those already marginalized by the
growth-oriented economy. For the survivors of gendered abuse, it
means more symbolic lip service and a lack of actual material care
and investment.

7 Conclusion

This paper focused on the role of redistribution in relation
to gendered violence in post-conflict, post-socialist Croatia. It
explored the long-term consequences of the transition and post-
war periods, particularly the economic and political restructuring
that followed the dissolution of Yugoslavia. These processes were
marked by poverty, unemployment and the devastation of the
social networks entwined with a nationalist agenda that favored
traditional gender norms, further reinforced with the growing
influence of the Catholic Church.

Empirically, the paper has demonstrated that while the
ideal of a working woman still prevails, her material position
has fundamentally changed. The proliferation of insecure, low-
paid, part-time employment, coupled with the weakening of the
welfare support, has left many of the survivors economically
dependent on their abusers. These findings challenge the dominant
framings of GBV that fail to account for how neoliberal economic
policies and post-conflict nationalistic projects create structural
conditions that reproduce and legitimize violence. For example,
the special status granted to war veterans, some of whom are
perpetrators of domestic abuse, not only shields them from
accountability but also enshrines a form of gendered impunity
which aligns state violence with patriarchal power. This not only
has devastating consequences for survivors of gendered violence
and abuse but also on society as a whole, since the message is
sent to future generations that wartime participation is a glorified
excuse for violence. This message is further enshrined in the
reintroduction of mandatory military service, coupled with the
EU’s and NATO’s warmongering efforts, which mandate increased
military spending for the member states across the board. The
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system rooted in violence cannot be expected to combat gendered
violence seriously.

The paper also intervened in the broader GBV literature,
which often centers on recognition politics, such as legal
rights, institutional responsiveness, and EU-aligned reforms, while
neglecting the material conditions that shape both gendered
vulnerability and the limits of institutional protection. By
foregrounding redistribution and situating gendered violence
within the broader framework of capitalist transition, this paper
extends Marxist-feminist theory. It contributes an empirically
grounded perspective to feminist analysis of post-conflict contexts.
By demonstrating how the erosion of the commons, privatization
of the public goods, and defunding of social provisions have
deepened women’s material precarity, it has made clear how the
survivors’ ability to leave abusive relationships or seek justice has
been structurally undermined.

Theoretically, the analysis presented in this paper pushes
GBV scholarship to move beyond institutional and carceral logics,
instead recognizing that gendered violence is sustained by the very
social and economic systems purported to protect the survivors
of abuse. It offers a materialist critique of state complicity in
violence and underscores that any feminist praxis must center
redistribution, care, and dismantling of militarized, exploitative
structures. In doing so, the paper also advanced a materialist and
abolitionist approach in the post-conflict context, one that insists
that gendered violence cannot be addressed meaningfully without
confronting the broader political economy of exploitation, austerity
and nationalism. In other words, without redistributive justice,
gender justice remains unattainable. Addressing gendered violence
requires more than policy reform; it requires a fundamental
transformation of the social relations that produce and sustain it.
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