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Aging in Serbia in the Twentieth Century: A Gender Perspective*

Abstract: The text sheds light on some research questions re-
garding the gender aspects of the past. It gives basic notes on
accelerated demographic aging, as well as a historical review of
the processes of aging in Serbia and gender inequality among
the older generations, i.e. the feminization of the past. This
work also includes presentations and perceptions of old age,
thus older women, as well as how they are presented in domes-
tic films.

Key words: Demographic Aging, Feminization of the Past, Wom-
en of the Third Age, Presenting Old Age

In Serbia, the population’s aging process is being increasingly em-
phasized and is a significant characteristic of the country’s demographic
picture. Serbia ranks at the very top of Europe in terms of population ex-
ceeding 65 years of age; it is one of the countries with the oldest popula-
tion. The average age of the inhabitants of the Republic of Serbia in 2017
was 43 years old,! and the percentage of people aged over 65 in compar-
ison to the entire population is 19.6%.? As early as the following year, in
2018, the average age grew to 43.2 years old (41.7 for men and 44.5 for

*  Thearticle is a result of work on the project Tradition and Transformation - Historical
Heritage and National Identities in Serbia in the Twentieth Century (No 47019), funded
by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development.

1 In 2017, the average age within the male population was 41.6, and 44.4 years old
within the female. Cmamucmuuku zoduwreak Penybauke Cp6uje 2018, (Peny6anuku
3aBO/] 3a CTAaTUCTUKY, Peny6sinika Cp6uja), 37.

2 Cmamucmuuku eoduwreak Penybauke Cpéuje 2018, 25.
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women).? This state in which almost a fifth of the population is over 65
years old affects Serbia’s entire social development, significantly deter-
mines it, and has strong economic and social implications.*

In that context, researching old age from different perspectives, the
consequences and outcomes of aging, is of great importance. The theme of
the gender aspects of aging is especially important. Demographic research
- which treats the effect of gender differences on particular phenomena
and analyzes the links between those differences and their appropriate
behavior, thus contributing to a better understanding of demographic pro-
cesses and social development - are more and more common in the world.®
Numerous aspects of female aging encompass a number of different ques-
tions.® Research questions related to the gender dimensions of old age in-
volve an analysis of different segments, such as ethical aspects, conditions
in which older women live, financial opportunities and the economic po-
sition of women in old age, family relations as well as relationships they
build with other people, questions related to health aspects, corporeali-
ty, spirituality, care, the presentation of old age in the media, elements of
“agism-sexism in language, literature, and art”...”

The question of women aging, numerous problems that it opens
and the consequences of aging in different spheres, describes all of socie-
ty, points to its domains in economic and social development, the accept-
ed values. The relationship with the elderly portrays a society more than
a number of other indicators of the social and cultural level of its devel-

3 http://data.stat.gov.rs/Home/Result/180708?languageCode=sr-Latn, Peny6/inka
Cp6uja, Peny6inYKHY 3aBOJ, 3a CTAaTUCTHKY, [IpoceyHa cTapocT, 10 MmoJy.

4 Aside from others, it strongly reflects on the pension system, increasingly burdening
the workforce of residents.

5  Therelationship between working women and the average number of children, gender
differences and economic activity, behavior in marriage, the stability of marriage, as
well as cohabitation, the relationship between the differences in mortality and social
standing of the genders, etc. was analyzed. Ankica, Sobot, “Rodna neravnopravnost
- izazov savremene demografije”, Sociologija, Vol. LII, N° 1, 2010, 46; Ankica Sobot,
Rodna neravnopravnost u Srbiji: Demografsko glediste, (Beograd: Institut drustvenih
nauka, 2014); Ankica Sobot, “Tri demografske posledice rodno specifi¢nih modela
ponasanja na primeru Srbije”, Stanovnistvo 2,2012, 85-109.

6  Among the few research projects in Serbia which problematise and analyse old age
from the gender perspective is the research by Ankica Sobot, “Demografski okvir rodne
neravnopravnosti i kvalitet Zivota u starosti”, Geronotlogija, br. 1, 2011, 29-48.

7  Those are some of the problems and segments of the analysis which are covered by
feminist and gerontological research of the ageing of women. Marija Geiger Zeman,
“’Kazu da prije stare Zene nego muski’ - starost i starenje kao relevantna feministicka
pitanja”, Treca, vol. XVI, br. 1-2: Starosrt i starenje: dvostruka mjerila i tabui, 2014,
8-9.
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opment. The gender perspective on aging, the aspects in which old age in
women is manifested and reflected, its consequences and repercussions,
are questions open for future research in this region.

The Aging of Women, a Historical Perspective

The historical development of society and its developmental pro-
cesses, political circumstances, economic and healthcare conditions in the
twentieth century, are what has influenced the courses in demographic
trends in Serbia, conditioned the changes in the population’s age and gen-
der structure. Wars, the different reality they created, the victims and the
suffering of people, contagious disease epidemics at the start of the cen-
tury, as well as migrations of the population as seen in the second part of
the century, especially at the end of the twentieth and beginning of the
twenty-first century, are the frame to understanding the demographic
trends and following the processes of the aging of the population, as well
as changes in the balance of the gender structure.

At the very beginning of the twentieth century, Serbia had a dis-
tinctly young population. According to the 1900 census, the male popu-
lation was more numerous. The wars at the beginning of the twentieth
century decreased the entire population and contributed to the gender
disbalance because many more men died and therefore brought about
changes in the age structure.®

Other research shows that women lived shorter lives than men
at the beginning of the twentieth century in Serbia.’ Thus in 1903, wom-
en in cities had an average lifespan of 40.66 years, and men 50.93 years.
In rural areas, the average lifespan for women was 41.74 years and 49.69
years for men.'® At the time, unlike in many European countries, there
were fewer women in Serbia than men. In early childhood, male children
died more than female, but the number of women who died increased sig-

8  That was especially prominent in parts where most people died during the First
World War. Mom¢ilo Isi¢, “Starosna struktura stanovnistva u Srbiji pocetkom 20.
veka - posledice ratnih stradanja”, Gerontologija, casopis gerontoloSkog drustva
Srbije, 2009, 99, 102.

9  Dubravka Stojanovi¢, ,'U senci velikog narativa’: Stanje zdravlja Zena i dece u Srbiji
pocetkom XX veka”, Zene i deca, Srbija u modernizacijskim procesima XIX i XX veka,
4, (Beograd, 2006), 160-175.

10 The data refers to the married, because the average age of those that died was
significantly lower due to the high mortality rate of infants and children. Compare:
Cmamucmuuku 2oduwreak Kpaeesune Cpbuje 1903, (beorpag, 1906), Table: [Ipoceuna
roJiHa CTapOCTH YMpPJUX, 176; http://www.stat.gov.rs/sr-latn/publikacije/
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nificantly after puberty. The sudden rise in female mortality was charac-
teristic of the period of female sexual maturity. Women often died during
childbirth due to poor and unhygienic conditions, and thus childbirth was
one of the main causes of a shorter lifespan.'!

Numerous factors affected the further demographic development
in Serbia, above all the increased lifespan of the population. Extended old
age in women was a result of changed circumstances, such as improve-
ments in healthcare, delivery conditions in childbirth, the reduction of
childbirth and abortion mortality, better quality of life and basic living
conditions, nutrition, etc. General hygiene and healthcare conditions were
still very poor immediately after the World War II, sometimes even hor-
rible, especially in rural, underdeveloped areas, and in the more remote
provinces of Serbia.'? Even basic conditions were often lacking, as well as
an awareness of the need to maintain basic and personal hygiene. In the
context of socialist development, the state made a number of attempts to
implement different measures and actions!? with the goal of improving
health culture and creating a change in habits, primarily among women in
the countryside. In the first post-war years, women still often fell ill due
to unhealthy conditions, as well as lacking hygiene during pregnancy and
childbirth, and the mortality rate of infants was still very high. Such a sit-

11 Stojanovi¢,U senci velikog narativa“, 162-163.

12 Much like in the first half of the century, women often gave birth to children while
working, in the field, in the hay over which dirty and torn sacks were thrown. Arhiv
Srbije (Archives of Serbia - AS), CK SKS Fund, Commission for National Authority,
K234, Health and National Authority Report; Bepa I'ynan [lonuh, 2Kena y coyujanusmy,
(Beorpag, 2006), 136-137. There was a belief in the surroundings of Vranje that women
had to give birth on their own and take shelter somewhere secluded in doing so. In
Kosovo, women gave birth on the ground, in barns, and in the filthiest of places, because
it was thought that pregnant women were unclean and that they couldn’t give birth
in bed. Newborns would hit their heads on the floor at birth. Ivana Dobrivojevi¢, Selo
i grad, Transformacija agrarnog drustva Srbije 1945-1955, (Beograd: IS, 2013), 254.
Horrible conditions in which women gave birth to children weren’t only characteristic
of the deep provinces of Serbia, but those births sometimes happened near the capital,
too. "Even today it happens that women in the villages in Srem give birth on the floor
and on straw, despite the white bed; poppy is cooked for the crying child so it can go
to sleep. Those cases exist on the reach of Belgrade itself.” Istorijski arhiv Beograda
(Historical Archive of Belgrade - IAB), Conference for the Social Activity of Women, k.
3, Shorthand Notes from the Annual Assembly of the Union of Women'’s Societies of
Belgrade, June 1, 1956; I'ynan loauh, Kexa y coyujaausmy, 137.

13 Healthcare and hygiene courses, mobile groups that went around villages, but also
other mass actions, numerous multi-month courses, lectures, articles published in the
press etc., were some of the many state activities through which the state attempted
to educated, elevate the level of health culture and basic knowledge of the women in
villages.
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uation changed with time; conditions in which women gave birth became
better, and the majority of women gave birth in hospitals, with expert help.
The legalization of planned termination of pregnancy slowly eradicated il-
legal abortions that tended to endanger the health and life of women be-
cause of the primitive and foul ways in which they were performed.** The
second part of the twentieth century saw the establishment of numerous
institutions for the protection of women'’s, mothers’, and children’s health.'®

In 1950, only a fifth of the women, mostly in urban areas, gave
birth in hospitals. At the beginning of the 1960s, only just over half of ex-
pectant mothers (52.5%) gave birth with the assistance of a midwife or
doctor. Other women did not have expert help during childbirth, and these
were mostly women living in rural areas.'® The high mortality rate in new-
borns and babies up to one year old is one of the emphasized problems
which the socialist government faced. Almost a fourth of the rural wom-
en still gave birth in their homes in the 1980s, healthcare was insufficient,
and the mortality of infants was greater than in towns and cities.”” Many
villages lacked healthcare institutions and medical staff.

In the mid-twentieth century (1948), the population of Serbia - with
5.6% of people older than 65 years, the average age being 29.1 years, and
the aging index 0.19 - was still among the youngest in Europe. The situa-
tion has changed significantly since the census of 2011, because the por-
tion of the older population had gone up to 17.4%, the average age of the
population to 42.4 years, and the aging index to 1.22. The population’s de-
mographic aging process was a continuous trend in the second part of the
century but had the highest intensity in the last decade. Very adverse polit-
ical conditions and economic circumstances triggered the mass emigration
of primarily young people, and thus a fall in fertility. This led to a state in

14 See more about the ways in which illegal abortions were carried out: Vera Gudac
Dodi¢, Life in Serbia, Through the Eyes of Women, (Belgrade, 2014), 77-79. In Serbia,
there was infanticide, not only in the first half of the twentieth century, but also in
the post-war era, mostly in villages. In the Women'’s Antifascist Front of Yugoslavia
documentation from 1949, in the state of children protection report, it is written that
infanticide “exists in great measure”. IAB, Konferencija za drustvenu aktoivnost Zena,
Stanje decije zaStite u Beogradu, 1949.

15 Vera Gudac Dodi¢, “Starenje Zenskog stanovni$tva u Srbiji u drugoj polovini 20. veka*“,
Gerontologija, casopis Gerantoloskog drustva Srbije, (Beograd), 2009, 144-146.

16 Tetanus was widely spread among newborn babies, in Serbia more “than in all other
republics put together”. AS, d-75, f 92, Neki aktuelni problemi u vezi sa drustvenim
polozajem Zena na selu.

17  Arhiv Jugoslavije (Archives of Yugoslavia - A]), 142, 468, Zadruzni savez Jugoslavije,
Beograd, 3. 4. 1980.

18 The data refers to the population which lived on the territory of Kosovo and Metohija.
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which the average age of the population increased from 37.2 to 40.2 in only
three years during the time between 1991 and 2002. In two decades, from
1991 to 2011, the percentage of the old population grew by 6%, an increase
equal to that achieved in the previous fifty years.! The unfavorable trends
have continued, as shown in the data presented at the beginning of this text.

The Feminization of Old Age

Unlike at the beginning of the twentieth century,® at its end, but
also at the turn of the century, over half of the population, more than 51%,
was made up of women.?!

After World War II, women were more dominant in numbers, fol-
lowed by the processes of “balancing out the gender structure of the en-
tire population,’?? in other words, the domination of the female popula-
tion in comparison to the total population had declined. From the 1980s,
however, there has been an evident decline in the percentage of the male
population. That trend was even more emphasized during the 1990s. The
different contributing factors were the decline in fertility, a longer life ex-
pectancy in women, and, among other things, the “migrant selectivity in
age and gender.”?3

Such a trend has continued, because there was 51.3% of women
in comparison to the total population according to the 2011 census. On
average, they live longer than men in Serbia.?* In 2011, the average age
of women in Serbia was 43.5 years (41.5 in 2002), and the average age
of men was 40.8 (39.3 in 2002). In comparison to the first decades of the
previous century, in 1921, the average age of women had increased by 15

19 Mirjana Devedzi¢, Jelena Stojilkovi¢ Gnjatovié, Popis stanovnistva, domacinstava i
stanova u 2011. Demografski profil stanovnistva Srbije, (Beograd: Republicki zavod
za statistku, 2015), 21-22.

20  According to data from 1910, among the total population of Serbia, the number of men
was greater (1.503.511) than the number of women (1.408.190). Table: Nastanjeno i
prisutno stanovnistvo po okruzima, Prethodni rezultati popisa stanovnistva i domace
stoke u Kraljevini Srbiji 31. decembra 1910, knjiga peta, (Beograd: Izdanje uprave
drzavne statistike, 1911), 4.

21 In1991, there were 104 women per 100 men in Serbia and 106 women per 100 men
in 2002. )Kene u mywkapyu y Cp6uju, (beorpaa: Peny6n4Kky 3aBoj, 38 CTAaTUCTUKY,
2005), 10, 11.

22 TopaH [leHes, ,CTpyKTypa CTAHOBHUIITBA IPeMa [OJIy U cTapocTu', y: [lonuc cmaHos-
Huwmea, domahurcmasa u cmaxosa 2011. y Peny6auyu Cp6uju, [lonyaayuja Cp6uje
nouemxkom 21. seka, (beorpaz: Peny6inuku 3aBoj 3a ctaTucTUKY, 2015), 131.

23 Ibid, 133.

24  The average life expectancy in 2011 in the Republic of Serbia was 76.82 years old
for women and 71.63 years old for men.
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years, and the average age of men by 13. The proportion of women in the
population’s age groups increases as the age increases. According to sta-
tistics, there are more women among middle-aged and older citizens, and
more men among the younger population.?®

The latest population estimates for 2017 have shown that the av-
erage age of women in Serbia is 44.4 years and 41.6 years for men, while
life expectancy for male children is 73 years, and 77.9 years for female
children.?®

According to data from the most recent census (2011), there were
more men than women in all age groups up to 40 years old,?” a ratio that
would change with the increase in age in favor of the female population.
Thus, among the older population, from 65 to 69, there were 184.669 wom-
en (154.775 men), from the ages of 70 to 74 200.295 women (153.847
men), between the ages of 75 and 79 175.648 women (122.964 men),
from 80 to 84 years old 108.754 women (67.814 men), and in the oldest
age group of the population from 85 and up, in Serbia there was almost
twice as many women (53.883) as there were men (27.667).? The gen-
der imbalance, i.e. the difference in the numbers in the female and male
population, is especially evident among the oldest. Some of the reasons

25 JKene u mywkapyuy Peny6auyu Cp6uju, (beorpaz: Permy6andyky 3aBo/; 3a CTATUCTHKY,
2017), 10.

26 Cmamucmuuku eoduwrsak Penybauke Cp6uje 2018, (beorpan, 2018), 37.

27 In Serbia, more boys than girls are born. 105 boys are born per every 100 newborn
girls. Such a ratio between male and female children isn’t only characteristic of
Serbia, but is typical of other countries too. According to a report by the World Health
Organization, such a proportion is natural and expected. Certain variables in the
expected ratio at birth can move between 102 and 107 boys per 100 girls. However,
at a global level, boys have a higher mortality rate than girls at the youngest age,
slowly balancing out the ration between male and female children. Hannah Ritchie
and Max Roser (2019) - “Gender Ratio”. Published online at OurWorldInData.org.
Retrieved from: ‘https://ourworldindata.org/gender-ratio’ [Online Resource] https://
ourworldindata.org/gender-ratio#definitions, [Data Source: UN Population Division
(2017 Revision); World Bank - World Development Indicators; Chao, F., Gerland,
P., Cook, A. R, Alkema, L. (2019) Systematic assessment of the sex ratio at birth for
all countries and estimation of national imbalances and regional reference levels.
PNAS.] According to certain research, the birth of children in villages in Serbia was
often dependent on the gender of the first child, the birth of a son was a priority. If
the firstborn child is male, women often stopped having more children after its birth,
whereas if the first child was a daughter, women would still keep giving birth until
a male successor was born. Anekcangpa I[laBuheBuh, Ha ydapy udeosozuja. bpak,
nopoduya u noavu mopaay Cpéuju y dpyeoj nosogunu deadecemoe geka, (beorpan:
EtHorpadcku nncrutyt CAHY, 2006), 260.

28 Cmamucmuuku eoduwreak Penybauke Cpéuje 2017, (beorpaj: Peny6inyuku 3aBoj 3a
cratuctuky, 2017), 38. Data for Kosovo and Metohija are not shown.
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why women live longer than men may also be sought in the circumstanc-
es in which nearly twice as many men over women die between the ages
of 30 and 59, primarily due to circulatory diseases and tumors. According
to data from 2016, as many as four times more men die in car accidents.
In that same year, three times more men than women committed suicide,
and research for the previous year, 2015, shows that men smoked more
than women...* In addition to other factors, lifestyle has a significant in-
fluence on differences in the lifespan between men and women. The fact
that women live longer than men and that they prevail among the oldest
segments of the population points to the so-called feminization of old age.

Gender differences and the gender imbalance in Central Serbia
are the most noticeable among the older population, especially in those
over 80. An interesting fact is that women are found in greater numbers
in cities and towns. In cities and towns, the differences between the male
and female population are already visible in the age group between 25
and 29. In total, the population that lives in towns and cities is relatively
younger than those people that live in other areas.*

The intensified process of the aging of the population in Serbia is
conditioned, among other things, by an increase in the number of elderly
households. At the same time, the gender balance within the older popu-
lation is disrupted, the circumstance that women live longer than men and
are more in numbers among the elderly in Serbia, has as one of its con-
sequences the increase in households in which older women live alone.

The very fact that women constitute the majority in the elderly
population further underscores the importance of exploring the gender
aspects of aging and the analysis of various implications of the feminiza-
tion of old age.

Presentations and Perceptions of Old Age

The social image and representations of old age, the ways in which
it is shaped, change depending on the historical, social, and cultural con-
text. Different presentations of old age are conditioned by different so-
cio-cultural influences, socially accepted and dominant values, but those
presentations also have changed through time.

29 JKemne u mywkapyuy Peny6auyu Cp6uju 2017, 28.

30 Ankuua Kyoyposuh, ,Conuo-geMmorpadcke 0co6€HOCTH XKEHCKOT U MYLIKOT CTAHOB-
HUIITBA LeHTpasiHe Cp6Uje MoyeTKOM NpBe JeueHuje 21. Beka“, CmaHosHUwmMso
1/2007,119, 122.
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The perception of old age in the twentieth century and in the first
decades of the new millennium invokes different images, often incompat-
ible and opposite. The difference between these images is even more em-
phasized and visible in the media presentation of old age. The media sig-
nificantly affect the creation of the social image of the elderly. One of the
dimensions and research questions related to the gender aspect of aging
is also the presentation of old age, and especially women in “the third age”
in the media. In that context, the image of old age in advertising is espe-
cially interesting.

The negative connotation in the way the media presented old peo-
ple linked to commercials and advertising from the 1950s in the West, in
the US, has slowly vanished. Presenting the elderly in advertising cam-
paigns has changed from the 1980s, making the markedly negative ste-
reotypes disappear.3!

The presentation of older women in advertising campaigns, even
those linked to the fashion industry, are changeable depending on time
and place. Toward the end of the twentieth century, Isabella Rossellini,
being in her forties, was already considered “old” for further advertising
campaigns of well-known cosmetic brands whom she used to model for.
At the same time, another American cosmetics company was preparing a
twenty-year old girl to be a top model in order to model the products of
this company as well as possible in her forties. The different relationship
these corporations had with “older models” was directly linked to the es-
timations that would lead to making greater profit.32 What is especially in-
teresting and what may be viewed as a change in this trend is that Isabel-
la Rossellini truly did stop working for the fashion company at 43 years
old, whose model she had been up to that point, but the new company di-
rector invited her to return to that company at age 63.3

Almost unimaginable up until recently,** women in their eighth
decade of life, sometimes even older, successful in their career choices,
have started to become top models for different brands, proudly show-

31 Ljubica Milosavljevi¢, “ZasSto su namcori otisli iz komSiluka? Predstavljanje starosti
u domacoj televizijskoj reklami, ponovljeno istrazivanje”, Etnoantropoloski problemi
1/2013, 140.

32 Zeljka Mudrovié,“Starost i starenje ljudskog roda. Zensko muski aspekti starenja”,
Revija za sociologiju, Vol. 28, No. 3-4, 1997, 202, 203.

33 ,Kadaje imala 43 godine rekli su joj da je prestara. Isti ljudi javili su joj se 20 godina
kasnije: Pogrijesili smo”, Jutarnji list, 26. 2. 2018.

34 Incultures in which youth and beauty are elevated high on the pedestal of social values,
almost obsessed with them, older women were very rare in the fashion industry.
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ing their wrinkles and their elderly, yet still slim bodies, wrapped up in
the newest fashion trends. Is that an advertising trick based on including
these age groups in the fashion industry, i.e. spending, aimed and direct-
ed, and the older population it thus addresses in that way, or is it possi-
bly something else? Dictated by market and profit logic, the fashion in-
dustry, especially in more economically developed and wealthier parts of
the world, has been attempting to entertain the older population as well.
Counting on its purchasing power, it includes all older citizens. Concern-
ing public figures, such presentations of old age are becoming even more
pronounced. In the time of consumerism and continuous market expan-
sion in search of new consumer groups, women of “the third age” have
been recognized as an especially important group. The fashion and cos-
metics industries have adjusted their products to women belonging to the
upper and middle classes, who have proven to be a category of the popu-
lation prepared to put aside significant sums of money for what they be-
lieve slows down the aging process and keeps them “eternally youthful.”
Famous Italian actress Sophia Loren, who, aside from her superb
talent and unforgettable roles, has marked the second half of the twentieth
century with her beauty, at the start of her ninth decade of life, surround-
ed by youth and roses in an advertising video for the newest perfume of a
top Italian fashion company, was the winning combination for that brand.*
The dominant perception of old age in Serbia is far from that im-
age, and the day to day life of old women and the reality of daily life are
even further away from it. The presentations of old women have gone be-
yond aesthetic presentations and the visual experience of old age.
According to research conducted by Lj. Milosavljevi¢, in advertis-
ing campaigns in these areas, but only as an exception, older public fig-
ures that have high social reputations have begun to appear, presented
with positive connotations, “put together” in ways that make them look
more like forty-year-olds than members of the older population in Serbia.3¢
The presentation of old age, viewed through domestic advertise-
ments, i.e. advertising media space, has recently undergone some chang-
es here as well, “with the willingness of the consumerist culture to respect

35 Fashion giant Dolce & Gabbana, even with her age, still recognizes her as an icon of
beauty and entrusts her with the role of advertising film model for its perfume Dolce
Rosa Excelsa (2016). With the music by Ennio Morricone, there is only one message
- you much ownit.

36 Ljubica Milosavljevi¢, Ogledi iz antropologije starosti, (Beograd: Srpski genealoski
centar, 2012) 113.
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the oldest participants.”?” In researching this phenomenon, it is empha-
sized that the change in context has also enabled a change in the way the
old are presented, which has been happening very slowly. Although “ob-
viously negative views on the old are disappearing” from domestic adver-
tisements, which were some of the main characteristics of advertisements
from the previous period, the author concludes that the dominant opin-
ions in society still define the old as part of the “category of burden, pov-
erty, and all kinds of otherness.”*?

The media presentation of old age* impacts on the shaping of the
image of the elderly and in a certain sense upholds, creates, or abolishes
the stereotype of the elderly. Negative stereotyping of older women in the
1990s was portrayed through the words “unproductive, dependent, weak,
old-fashioned, ugly, senile, lonely, useless, wrinkled, slow, boring.” The posi-
tive image refers to the “useful granny,” “mature women with experience,” the
“good mum,” etc.** The established opinions regarding older women partly
add to the stereotypes on aging in general; negative, which connote “illness,
old age, ugliness, mental setbacks, memory loss, uselessness, isolation, pov-
erty, and depression,” or positive, implying “politeness, wisdom, dependa-
bility, wealth, political influence, liberty, vivacity, and contentment.”*! Still,
the stereotypes about women aging faster than men are almost universal.
A study of the dominant attitudes toward the aging of the Belgrade popula-
tion also points to the inveteracy of such opinions in these areas, “it shows
on women,” “women deteriorate faster,” “they become decrepit more rapid-
ly, at least on the outside.”** Once again it is shown that the perception, col-
lective presentations, and experiences regarding aging, and thus the ways
in which we age, are not the same for men and women.

The Depiction of Older Women on Film

The contents which are written into the film characters of third
age women offer different images of old age. There have not been many

37 Milosavljevi¢, “Zasto su namcori otisli iz komsiluka?”, 145.

38 Ibid.

39 Analyzing the Media advertising within Television Commercials around these Parts
and Representing Old Age in Them, Lj. Milosavljevi¢ believes that “no advertising
climate avoided the building of advertising messages on stereotypes”. Milosavljevic,
Ogledi iz antropologije starosti, 110.

40 Mudrovci¢, ,Starost i starenje ljudskog roda”, 193-205.

41 Erdman B. Palmore (1990), from: Anita Zovko, Jelena Vukobratovi¢, “Percepcija
starenja i drus$tveno-medijska slika o starima”, Andragoske studije, broj 1,2017, 113.

42 Slavica Komatina, “Dominantne predstave o starosti”, Stanovnistvo 1-4, 2003, 155.
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old lady characters in domestic films, and when they do appear, they are
generally less significant; old age is often portrayed through supporting
roles. In randomly chosen cultural films in Yugoslav and Serbian cine-
matography,*”® older women characters are shown in different ways, cre-
ating and placing the images of old age in different contexts.

In the award-winning film by Srdan Karanovié¢, Petrijin venac [Pe-
tria’s Wreath] (1980),** based on the novel by Dragoslav Mihailovi¢, the
character of an older peasant woman is depicted through the role of the
“evil mother-in-law.” Although a supporting role, it builds the image of
the three-way relationship between mother-in-law, daughter-in-law, and
son, under the system of patriarchy deeply woven into family lives, rela-
tionships, and traditional roles in a rural family in a small mining town in
Serbia before the outbreak of World War II, during and after the war. The
character of the mother-in-law is placed between the husband and the
wife as some kind of ever-present evil spirit. “Whatever you do isn’t good
enough for her” Disappointed that she didn’t bring a dowry into the home,
the mother-in-law never loved Petria. She had a strong influence on her
son Dobrivoje, caused altercations between them, encouraged her son to
adopt an aggressive behavior and physically “punish” Petria. She humil-
iated her untaught, illiterate, submissive daughter-in-law, did not offer
her support even when it was necessary, “when it’s in order.” The moth-
er-in-law, whose name we do not even learn in the film, makes Petria’slife
of pain and suffering even worse. The image of the older woman is made
more complex here by the fact that she is at the same time the mother-
in-law, an implication of negative contents and established presentations
based on relationships between mother- and daughter-in-law in rural life,
on the submission of the daughter-in-law, and on the position of women
in rustic settings in the backdrop of patriarchal patterns of life at the time.

In a film by the same director, several years later (1982) Nesto iz-
medu [Something In-Between],* the characters of older and middle-aged
women are introduced (mother, aunt), as well as the old lady character
(granny). The story about love, friendship, the organization of Yugoslav so-

43 Films were selected at random instead of only using those solely thematically
dedicated to the elderly.

44  The film Petrijin venac [Petria’s Wreath] is one of the rare Serbian films which has a
woman at its core, it is entirely focused on a female character, the main, Petria.

45 The film Nesto izmedu [Something In-between] by Srdan Karanovic¢ received numerous
domestic and international recognitions and prices.
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ciety between the two political blocs,*® between the East and the West, in
the context of urban Belgrade, begins and ends with the old lady’s words
in a card game. The old woman is presented as a lady in the film, her cared
for, aged hands which are adorned with a striking ring and painted nails,
at the very beginning of the film, the director positions them at the center
of attention, as she opens her cards and speaks with a Russian accent. The
character of the loveable, curious old lady, whose obligingness (she makes
coffee, serves desserts, brings flowers...), her smiling face, and politeness in
different, even conflicting situations, created in an apartment where three
different generations of people live, additionally burdened by the presence
of a foreigner with different views, enters the movie frame, representing old
age with positive undertones. Being wise and having life experience, which
is obtained through many years, is woven into the final, symbolic words of
the film, which she states. Speaking about a card game, she talks about life
itself: “Sometimes you're lucky, sometimes you’re not, but nothing because,
in the end, there are other games: blackjack, draw, poker, tablanet, durak,
and preferans. But you should play, play, play. What else is there?”

The representation of old age in different film genres also brings
characters of comical old ladies into the comedy genre. In the film Paja
i Jare, KamiondZije [Paja and Jare, Truckers], a comedy from the 1970s
(1973)* directed by Milo Pukanovi¢, the older woman'’s character was as-
signed humorous comebacks in an amusing context during a conversation
with Jare, one of the main characters of the film. “The tone” of her voice*®
especially contributes to the building of the comical character, whose pri-
mary function is to entertain the viewers. The old lady with her hat only
appears briefly in the movie frame, away from the main storyline, but the
sequences and comical scenes that this character is placed in belong to
the some of the most memorable parts of the film.

46 In the words of Srdan Karanovi¢ “The film was called Something In-Between and it
literally dealt with everything that was ‘in-between.” An American woman stayed in
Belgrade ‘in-between’ New York and Istanbul; the story happened in the time ‘in-
between’ peace and war; the genre was ‘in-between’ melodrama and a romantic
comedy; the emotional relations in the film were ‘in-between’ friendship and love;
the action takes place in Yugoslavia which was ‘in-between’ the capitalist and socialist
block; I wanted the film to, if I compared to a drink, be like a lemonade which had
been mixed with bitter, strong alcohol”. Cited from: Ildiko Erdei, “Film kao artefakt:
Nesto izmedu Srdana Karanovica“, Etnoantropoloski problemi, god. 12, sv. 4, 2017.

47 The film was based on the television series KamiondZije [ Truckers], which aired in
the same year.

48 The high-pitched, old lady voice is in contrast with her energetic performance when
she speaks to the truck driver.
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In the domestic public, a discussion was started on the figure of
the old woman who appears in Slobodan Sijan’s Ko to tamo peva [Who'’s
Singin’ Over There] (1980), arguably the best Serbian film of all time.** In
this dark comedy, whose dialogues generations of Serbian film lovers re-
member and even know by heart, the figure of the old lady, which appears
in this film, is interesting from the point of this text. The old lady is an ex-
tra in the film, sitting at the end of the bus the entire time, dressed in black
and not saying a single word. She is merely a part of the film’s scenogra-
phy. However, the film’s screenwriter Dusan Kovacevi¢ highlights the sym-
bol the old lady represents. “The old woman in black represents Serbia,
which is utterly isolated. She is an analogy for old people who were left by
their families in some village in the middle of nowhere. They vegetate like
that, having accepted their fate, and are not in the least interested about
what is going on in the country or abroad but have rather created their
own paradox of remembrance, habits, and melancholy.” >

Old age is represented in a completely different context through
the character of granny Vida in Predrag Antonijevi¢’s film Mala [The Lit-
tle One] (1991). Granny Vida, who Kkills a police officer in order to exact
revenge for the death of her grandson, is only one in a line of many tragic
characters in the film’s narrative about injustice, delusions, poverty, and the
gloomy life of a mother and daughter. The complexity of the female char-
acters whose lives are determined by unfortunate circumstances, but also
the male characters of the film, is complemented by the figure of the gran-
ny who lives alone with her grandson. She is presented as a kind-hearted,
warm, and caring old lady, who helps as much as she can through the se-
ries of unfortunate events, even if it is only by offering lunch. When they
kill her grandson, she is left with nothing. “There is nobody left here. He
went before his time... Wait, a gun was left behind the deceased Misa, |
imagine it’s yours. I should return it to you so the child doesn’t owe you.
I should return the bullets too.” With those words, she shoots the police

49 In the selection for the best 100 films of Serbian cinematography organized by the
Yugoslav Film Archive Museum, according to the opinion of film critics, theorists,
and professors, the comedy Ko to tamo peva [Who’s Singin’ Over There], directed
by Slobodan Sijan, based on the script by Dusko Kovaéevi¢, was declared the best
Serbian film. Ivan Arandelovi¢, “’Ko to tamo peva’ ponovo izabran za najbolji srpski
film”, [loaumuka, 28. 12. 2016, datum pristupa 11. 5. 2019, http://www.politika.rs/
sr/clanak/371033/Ko-to-tamo-peva-ponovo-izabran-za-najbolji-srpski-film

50 “Dali ste uopste primetili? Evo ko je misteriozna baba iz filma 'Ko to tamo peva”’,
Blic, 28.3.2017, datum pristupa 24. 4. 2019, https://www.blic.rs/zabava/vesti/da-
li-ste-je-uopste-primetili-evo-ko-je-misteriozna-baba-iz-kultnog-filma-ko-to-tamo/
xpk1z9w
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officer who killed her grandson, looking to avenge him. At the very end
of the film we learn that she died in prison, “her heart broken because of
Misa.” In this emotional drama, the tragic situation in which the granny
takes justice into her own hands and avenges her grandson, who lost his
life without having committed murder, makes her both a victim and a kill-
er. Although a supporting role, the character of granny Vida is intonated
in a way that leaves a strong impression on the viewers.

In domestic cinematography, the characters of older women are
presented in different ways depending on the context, the time in which
the films were created, and the topic that they focus on. The presentation
of the characters of older women in several randomly chosen films is main-
ly given as an illustration of the way in which third-age women are repre-
sented in films. Perceiving the wider, entire image of the representation of
old age in films and the shaping of public presentation of third-age wom-
en through films would go beyond the scope of this paper and bring into
the analysis numerous other Serbian and Yugoslav films.

Conclusion

There is still little research on the gender aspects of old age and
aging from a woman’s perspective in Serbia. The historical review of ag-
ing and the gender structure of the population, i.e. of the relationship be-
tween the male and female population in total, shows different tenden-
cies. Accelerated demographic aging, but also the domination of women
among the older population, becoming increasingly pronounced in later
years, and the feminization of old age, bring to the fore the consequences
and effects of those phenomena on social everyday life and overall devel-
opment. The public image and dominant presentation of old age are de-
pendent on the social and historical context. The effect of the mass media
on the shaping of the social image of the old, the presentation and per-
ception of old age, is significant. At the same time, the media representa-
tions of older people and women of the “third age” often support differ-
ent stereotypes, project them, or are based on them. The representation
of older women in motion pictures is particularly interesting, in domes-
tic cinematography. The film characters of third-age women offer differ-
ent images of old age, generally through smaller or supporting roles. Older
women were generally marginalized in film narratives, but are sometimes
shown through complex characters.
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Summary

The accelerated processes of demographic aging place Serbia
among the countries with the oldest population in Europe. The situation
in which nearly one fifth of the population is older than 65 significant-
ly determines the total social development in Serbia and has strong eco-
nomic and social implications. In that context, researching old age from
different perspectives, the consequences and outcomes of aging, is of in-
creasing importance. Certain research questions related to the gender as-
pect of aging are highlighted in this work. Mass media significantly affect
the shaping of the image that society has of the elderly. At the same time,
media representations of third-age women often support different stere-
otypes, or even project them. The representation of older women on film
is observed in the text through several randomly chosen Serbian and Yu-
goslav films. The contents that go into the movie characters of third-age
women offer different images of age. The figures of older women were
generally marginalized in film narratives, but are sometimes expressed
through very complex characters.
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Pe3sume

Bepa I'yaan Joauh
Crapeme y Cpouju y 20. BeKy: pogHa nepcueKTuBa

AncTpakT: Y TeKCTy Cy Ha3HayeHa HeKa UCTPaKUBaydKa Mu-
Tarhba Be3aHa 3a POJIHEe acleKTe CTapoCTH. /laTe Cy OCHOBHe
HarmoMeHe 0 y6p3aHOM JieMorpadCKOM CTaperby, HCTOPHjCKU
OCBPT Ha mpoiiece ctapetha y Cp6UjU ¥ YKa3aHO je Ha MOJIHY
HepaBHOTEXY Mehy cTapujuM CTaHOBHUIITBOM, OJJHOCHO Ha
demuHu3anujy ctapoctu. [lpescTaBe U nepiieniuje CTapoCcTH
Y CTapHjUX )KEHCKHUX 0c006a, Kao U HbHUX0BO Mpe/[CTaB/batbe Ha
nomaheM ¢uiMy Takohe cy feo oBor paja.

KibydyHe peum: gemorpadcko crapemwe, peMUHHU3ANMja CTa-
pocTy, xKeHe Tpeher ®KUBOTHOT /1063, TPe/iCTaB/bakbe CTAPOCTH

Y6p3aHu npoiiecu JeMmorpadpCckor craperma y Cpouju cMellTajy je
Meby nprkaBe ca HajctapujoM momysaiyjoM y EBponu. CTame y KojeM ro-
TOBO METHUHA CTAHOBHUKA MMa BUllIe 0/ 65 roJjHa 3Ha4ajHO JleTepMHu-
HUIIle YKyTaH pa3Boj ApywTBa y Cp6uju 1 MMa CHa’KHe eKOHOMCKE U CO-
[[Mja/THe UMILJIMKaIlFje. Y TOM KOHTEKCTY, CBe je Behr 3Havaj mpoy4yaBatba
CTapOCTH U3 Pa3JIMYMTHUX NEPCNEKTUBA, TOCAeJ1IA U UCX0[a CTapema.
Y oBOM pajly Ha3HavyeHa Cy NojeIMHa UCTpaKMBayKa NHTaka Be3aHa 3a
poAHe acneKTe cTapemka. MacoBHU Me/ivjy 3HAYajHO YTUUYY Ha 0GJIMKO-
Balbe JIpyLITBEHE CJIMKe 0 cTapyuMa. icToBpeMeHo, MeiujCcKe Mpe/cTa-
Be keHa Tpeher n06a yecTo nMoApKaBajy pa3nyruTe CTEPEOTHUIIE U UX
nakK npojektyjy. [IpeseHTanuja crapujux >xkeHa Ha QUMY Y TEKCTY Ce T0-
CcMaTpa y HEeKOJIMKO HACyMUYHO M3a6paHuX GUIMOBA CPIICKE U jyTOCII0-
BeHCKe kuHeMaTorpaduje. Cagpkaju y kojuma ce cpehy puiMcku nko-
BU 3KeHa Tpeher f06a Hy/le pa3/InYnTe CINKe CTapoCTU. PUrype crapujux
»KeHa yIJIaBHOM Cy 6uJ/ie Ha MapruHaMa GpUJIMCKOT HapaTHBa, aJlv Cy He-
Ka/Jl MCKa3aHe Kpo3 BeoMa KOMILJIEKCHE JIMKOBE.

189



