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Preface

 

When in April 1941 Yugoslavia was invaded and split into pieces by Nazi- Germany and its allies, what followed was to become as much a Yugoslav civil war as a war of occupation and liberation. Groups of Yugoslavs, divided along political, ethnic and regional lines, not only fought with or against the Axis forces, but they also fought each other. During the warfare from 1941 to 1945, several hundred thousand Yugoslav civilians were killed by other Yugoslavs in large-scale massacres or concentration camps.

After the Second World War, Yugoslavia was re-established as a socialist multinational federation. The new communist regime built a large part of its self-representation and legitimacy upon the victories of the communist-led Partisans in the war. Yet the war had also left a difficult, painful and potentially divisive historical legacy to Yugoslav society; the history of these massacres could easily invoke national enmity or reawaken the political divisions of wartime Yugoslavia. In building their new ideal multiethnic state, how were the Yugoslav communists to deal with the history of massive internal Yugoslav war crimes and massacres? How would Yugoslav society and its historians represent and explain these internal massacres, and how would societal needs and political demands influence their representations?

In this book I investigate how the history of Yugoslavia’s internal Second World War massacres was presented and used in politics, historiography and popular representations of history in Yugoslavia between 1945 and 2002. The book shows how this history was drawn upon for political, ideological and other purposes, and how historical representations were influenced by political developments.

Though I frequently refer to the concept of genocide and to the massacres committed during the Second World War, this is not a book about those massacres, and it does not seek to determine whether or not the massacres committed during the war constitute genocide; this question is outside the scope of the study, and answering it would demand a completely different approach. Rather, this book is about the role of history in society; about the ways in which painful and potentially divisive history may be present in society and how such history can be drawn upon for a number of purposes.

Most of the material presented here was part of my doctoral research, which I thank the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Aarhus for financing, and my supervisors, Henning Mørk and the late Niels Kayser Nielsen for kindly overseeing. Friends and colleagues in Aarhus and elsewhere commented on parts of the manuscript, and I am very grateful to each of them. I especially want to thank Wendy Bracewell, Carol Lilly and Peter Bugge for their insightful and generous reading of the final thesis. My gratitude also goes to the Aarhus University Research Foundation and Landsdommer Gieses Legat for supporting the publication of this revised version. And finally, I thank friends and colleagues in Zagreb, Belgrade and Sarajevo, especially Petar Bagarić, Srđan Milošević, Ivo Goldstein, Dubravka Stojanović, Predrag Marković and Husnija Kamberović, who kindly illuminated me in my ignorance and patiently accepted my intrusion into a history that they know so much better than I. My hope is that I, as an outsider, may approach the subject with different presumptions and perhaps detect new patterns. All errors and mistakes remain, of course, my own.

Aarhus, August 2012

Tea Sindbæk

1 Introduction:
Thematization, historical culture and genocide
Remake, a Bosnian/French film from 2002, relates the life of Tarik, a young writer from Sarajevo in the first half of the 1990s.1 As the Bosnian conflict unfolds, he and his friends find themselves on different sides of a war they cannot support. Together with other Muslim men, Tarik is imprisoned and tortured in a camp held by Serbian nationalist forces during the siege of Sarajevo. Remake shows the brutal maltreatment of prisoners in the camp and the Serbian guards parading nationalist symbols associated with the Second World War Serbian Chetnik forces, who had committed numerous war crimes in Bosnia.
Tarik has recently finished a film manuscript about his father, who survived imprisonment and torture by the Croatian Fascist Ustasha movement that held power in Croatia and Bosnia during the Second World War. Tarik’s father was sent to the infamous Ustasha concentration camp, Jasenovac, and Remake pictures him standing in a queue of naked prisoners on their way to be executed. Ustasha guards, swinging heavy wooden mallets, crush the skulls of the prisoners and throw the bodies in the river Sava. Fortunately, Tarik’s father is saved by chance and returns to Sarajevo.
Remake shifts between the two wars and the parallel stories of individual suffering within frameworks of ethnic conflict and massacres. As the title suggests, the two stories could be seen as essentially the same. The story about Tarik’s father is filled with easily recognisable references to elements of Yugoslav historiography of the Second World War and its massacres, for example the heavy wooden mallets used by the killers at Jasenovac. The fact that the part of the film depicting the father’s experiences turns out to be an enactment of the son’s manuscript underlines Remake’s own re-enactment of history, reflecting chains of presentations and representations of the past.
The example of Remake illustrates several points: it demonstrates some of the ways in which history is drawn upon and referred to outside the academic and educational subject. It also shows how a historical culture, in this case that of Yugoslavia, holds an archive of historical stock-references that are connected to certain understandings of the past. Moreover, it shows how these references can be re-contextualised in order to suggest other meanings. While Remake’s references to the Second World War draws on the communist historiography of ‘the people against the fascists’, these references can be seen to imply an earlier instance of repetitive interethnic violence in Bosnia as well. Thus, Remake also illustrates a particular way of representing recent history in the former Yugoslav areas during and after the wars of the 1990s: the idea that these wars were somehow a resumption of the internal Yugoslav fighting of the Second World War, and that interethnic conflicts and violence were thus repeating themselves.
Remake is but one example of a wider cultural interest, which had continued for several decades, in the massacres and war crimes of the Second World War. The history of the inter-Yugoslav massacres of the Second World War was a prominent theme within historiography and popular history in Yugoslavia from the mid 1980s.
The question of how to write the history of these massacres was rather delicate throughout most of the existence of Socialist Yugoslavia. In a multiethnic state, such as Yugoslavia, ethnic violence and massacres are complex and sensitive questions. Soon after the end of the Second World War, the history of these massacres was subordinated to a state-bearing myth of united patriotic Yugoslav resistance and revolutionary struggle, and the history of internal Yugoslav violence was made to fit into that narrative. The myth of united resistance remained officially unchallenged until the 1980s, when history was revised, not least from national perspectives, and the history of Yugoslav war crimes was ascribed a new, much more national meaning.
While Second World War history did not become less embedded in politics with the dissolution of Yugoslavia, and with the wars and the establishment of nation states, the relationship between history and politics certainly became more varied and many-sided. In the 1990s and the early 21st century, wartime massacres were crucial elements of the new national histories being written in the post-Yugoslav republics. Thus, the inter-Yugoslav massacres of the Second World War constitute a central problem of what we may call the ‘historical culture’, that is, historiography and popular representations of history in Yugoslavia from the establishment of the socialist federation from 1945 to 2002, when it was finally decided to abandon Yugoslavia as a federal state.
This book investigates how the inter-Yugoslav massacres committed during the Second World War have been represented and explained in Yugoslavia in the period from 1945 to 2002, and how these representations interact with political and cultural developments. By analysing representations of massacres and the ways in which they changed, the book shows how the events of the Second World War, through a process of thematisation, were emphasised and integrated within the ‘theme of genocide’. The aim is to demonstrate how the history of the massacres was used in different ways for different purposes, and point out some of the consequences of these various uses.
The ways in which Yugoslav society and its historians attempted to come to terms with – and use – the painful and problematic history of the inter- Yugoslav Second World War massacres illuminate some of the problems and processes at stake when societies are to grasp the many terrible histories of the twentieth century. What are the roles of history and historians in post-conflict societies? How do we represent the past in a way that enables us to contain the “terror of history”, as Dirk Moses has phrased it, or, to paraphrase Charles Maier’s study of Germany’s struggles over Second World War historiography, how do we cope with our “unmasterable pasts”?2
The investigation in this book draws on a handful of concepts that illuminate different aspects of the problem. They are the concepts of thematization, historical culture and use of history, all introduced below. Particular emphasis is laid on the relationships between historical culture and society. Furthermore, parallels are identified between Yugoslav genocide historiography and tendencies within wider international developments of genocide studies.
Thematization and cardinal theme
The word theme has, in addition to its more general sense of ‘subject’ or ‘topic’ a specific linguistic meaning. The theme is the part of the sentence that is in focus, the point of departure; in essence it is what is being talked about.3 In English the theme is normally assigned the first position in the sentence, but it may also be emphasized in other ways, for example by predication. It may be marked; if the theme of the sentence is not constituted by the grammatical subject, but by, for example, the object or a prepositional phrase, it will obviously be highlighted. Marking the theme in this way can be described as foregrounding.4
Thematization denotes the organization of sentences into theme and non-theme. While some linguistic constructions are obviously more common or natural than others, there is always a certain degree of deliberate selection in the thematization of a sentence. The choice of theme reflects the starting point of the writer or speaker. According to Norman Fairclough, an unmarked theme represents what is assumed as given or established. On the other hand, a marked theme shows which bit of information needs to be emphasized. Thus, the thematization of texts says something about general assumptions as well as rhetorical strategies.5
The concepts of theme and thematization of text and discourse are applicable at levels other than that of the sentence.6 The decision to introduce a particular issue in the title of a book instead of in its penultimate chapter is an act of theme selection, of foregrounding. I will suggest that within historiography and historical culture, theme and thematization can be used in an even broader sense as a widespread phenomenon, reflecting a perspective shared or discussed by many individuals. Thus, I will argue that in the late 1980s genocide was the thematized element of Second World War historiography in Serbia. At other times, in the 1950s and 1960s for example, the same events and developments were described with different choices of themes and thematization.
The particularly privileged position that the theme of genocide held in Serbian historical culture of the 1980s, and later also in a wider Yugoslav context, requires a concept that captures both this very specific status and brings out the resemblance with similar conceptual ‘trumps’ in other debates. I will suggest that this type of dominant and strongly symbolically invested issue be referred to as a cardinal theme. By this term I wish to specify those particular issues of themes that at certain times, in certain cultural contexts, obtain a special discursive power that tends to subdue other issues or perspectives within their field. Other examples of issues privileged as cardinal themes could be the status of the Holocaust in a general European historical culture, or the way that any political matter raised as a question of national security tends to command unlimited attention.7
With the concepts of theme, thematization and cardinal theme, I intend to describe the process through which genocide became a predominant issue within Yugoslav historical culture. This, I believe, was partly the result of the deliberate discursive strategies of individual history writers. But it may also reflect a broader trend, and perhaps even general and shared international tendencies.
The analyses in this book concentrate on the choices of themes and thematization in representations of the Yugoslav massacres of the Second World War. Such choices are revealed in the positions that these issues are ascribed in the internal hierarchies of the texts, in the amounts, frequencies and levels of detail in which they occur, and in the degree to which they are simply stated and taken for granted or marked and emphasised by strategies such as wording and predication.
Historical culture and use of history
In using the concept historical culture rather than history writing,, or simply historiography, I wish to emphasize two aspects that are not necessarily included in these terms: firstly, that history is represented and drawn upon in a multitude of forms and fields in society. Historical culture is a broad concept, which includes historiography as well as the many other ways of communicating history. Secondly, that historical culture also denotes the culture of the academic and educational fields of history and the professional collective of historians. In this sense a historical culture is characterised by certain ways of researching and communicating history, and influenced by particular relationships to society.8
Historical culture includes texts, artefacts, and social practices in which history is communicated. Important elements of historical culture are popular representations of history such as schoolbooks and trivial history, as well as political speeches, commemoration ceremonies, monuments, and various art products.9 History may be more or less subject to ideological dictates or political control. Often historical culture is connected to nation or state, but the term can also be used in plural to emphasise that smaller cultures, subcultures and countercultures exist within a wider historical culture. Inevitably, I shall have to speak of several historical subcultures in order to distinguish between, for example, academic historical culture and more popular historical cultures, or between Yugoslav and national or republican historical cultures.
In the case of post-Second World War Yugoslavia, the writing and teaching of history were subjects of concern for nearly all the shifting regimes, and often the communication of history was subordinated to and penetrated by politics. Since history was a highly institutionalised and hierarchical field, academic and educational history writing played a central role in Yugoslav historical culture. But history was also very present in media, for example in feuilletons in news magazines, and fictional representations of history in literature and film were common.
Historical culture shapes and reflects historical consciousness.10 The latter can be understood as a mental, subjective aspect of historical culture, in which history is employed by the individual as a source for orientation in time and for perception of the surrounding world and our expectations of it. At a more practical level, it is a widespread idea that history is the basis for general knowledge and predictions of future developments, as when A.L. Rowse suggested in 1946 that history is the best source for evaluating developments in the world of international politics.11
At the core of historical culture lie the communicational processes through which history is presented and represented. Accordingly, these processes are the objects of analysis in this book. In this it differs from most studies of collective, collected or public memory, the focus of which are, obviously, on representations of memory rather than history.12 Nevertheless, approaches and methods of memory studies are often very like those used in studies of historical culture, and insights from memory studies can contribute to the understanding of historical culture. This is not least relevant in the present case, since the events included in the historical themes that are under question here occured within the living memory of many Yugoslavs in the period under investigation.
Indeed, most of the history about the Second World War was, for several decades, written as a more or less official memory by persons who had participated on the winning side of that war. But outside official historiography other memories existed, the articulation of which would later challenge hitherto accepted representations of the war and the events that took place in its shadow. In this way, different memories entered historical culture, supplying bases for historical counter-cultures, or maybe even for a historical cultural transformation.13 Memories were regarded as more authentic and legitimate representations of the past than official historiography.14 In general, however, I will deal with the issue of memory mainly as a communication of history and hence as an element of historical culture.
Historical culture is often intimately connected to ideology – among the most obvious examples are the relations between historiography and national states, or between historiography and communism. In these cases history has been used to make certain political constructions appear natural and legitimate. However, use of history can take many other forms.
Defined broadly by Klas-Göran Karlsson, use of history is “… when aspects of a historical culture are activated in a communicative process in order for certain groups to satisfy certain needs or look after certain interests.”15 In Karlsson’s terminology use of history need definitely not be abuse or misuse. Rather, his approach emphasises the functions that articulations of history have in society. Scholarly historiography, according to Karlsson, is just one way of using history, aimed at explaining the past on its own premises according to causal models, sources and established knowledge. He proposes a handful of other ways of using history, which include: general ‘existential’ uses, reflecting the common human need to remember and feel rooted in time and space; ‘moral’ uses, related to the idea that something should be remembered, and often based on indignation because of missing or insufficient attention to these particular elements of history; ‘political’ uses, characterised by metaphoric, comparative and symbolic representations of history, and often directed at or directly addressing later or contemporary issues; and ‘ideological’ uses that situate the past within particular contexts of meaning and select historical elements in order to convince, rationalise and legitimise certain concepts. A special way of using history, dubbed ‘non-use’, is the deliberate and ideological endeavours to ignore or downplay certain elements of history.16
The different ways of using history are most often overlapping. Works of academic history may well include existential and ideological uses of history. Nevertheless, the differentiation of uses of history according to function, points to some of the ways in which historical culture interacts with and influences society. The intentions behind these uses may be countless, as may the consequences, many of which are surely unintended.
The concepts of historical culture and use of history are closely related, yet functionally distinct. Historical culture denotes the communication of history in general. Use of history refers to the aims and the more or less intentional functions of the communication of history.
The importance of context
Representations of history take place in communicative acts, in the forms of texts, or discourse. I suggest that any act communicating history may be understood as a discursive act in the sense of Norman Fairclough; a form of social practice within a socially and materially constituted reality.17 Thematization is one type of discursive act, which denotes what is of high priority or what could be assumed within a particular text or discourse.
Discursive acts contribute to characterising and constituting society, but are themselves shaped and constrained by what is already socially and materially constituted. Obvious examples of constraining structures in our case are established institutions of historiography and the presence of political power close to the production of historical discourse. Political and social contexts are fundamental in enabling and constraining the communication of history.
These contexts remain essential to every re-representation of historical discourse. As texts and discourse travel from context to context they are surrounded by changed conditions of replication and commentary, and influenced anew by relationships of power, as well as the inscription of ethnic and other categorisations. When discursive acts reappear in new contexts, they are invested with new meanings.18 The medium and genre in which they appear constrain and enable discursive acts, too. A historian interpreting past events in a newspaper article will inevitably have to state points in a sharp and concise manner, without the lengthy hedging, clarification, and emphasis on important exceptions and complexities that would be standard in a scholarly book. While chances are that the statements made in the newspaper will reach a larger audience, these statements will probably also seem less balanced and, in sensitive cases, more confrontational.
Political and social contexts are also crucial to the reception of discursive acts. Once a discursive act has left its author, its interpretation is essentially the property of the reader or receiver, and this interpretation is necessarily influenced by the context in which the act is received.19 Thus, the contexts in which history is communicated are of crucial importance to the production of historical representations as well as to their reception and further communication. A text thematizing genocide is received differently in a context of common interethnic interests and agreed future perspectives than in one of polarised ethnic relations and political instability.
Since the part of Yugoslav historical culture concerned with twentieth century history was strongly influenced by politics, political circumstances and agendas set a framework of constraints and possibilities for the communication of history. Therefore, in this book, the main political developments, and especially cases in which the field of history is specifically addressed, are discussed in relation to productions of historical accounts.
Genocide, term and theme
Genocide represents the ultimate threat, that of extinction, against an ethnic or national group. When in 1944 the Polish-Jewish lawyer Rafael Lemkin coined the term genocide, he saw it as directed “against the national group as an entity” and against individuals “as members of the national group”. Later, the United Nations genocide convention of 1948 defined the possible victims of genocide as members of “national, ethnical, racial or religious groups”.20 Founded in a national perspective on history, the term ‘genocide’ does not correlate easily with a communist class-based historiography. A history of genocide will also have to be, at least partly, a victim-centred and civil history, rather than one of military feats, class struggles and economic progress.
Though discussed by the United Nations prior to the genocide resolution of 1946 and the convention of 1948, the term genocide was not widely used in the first decades after its creation. It probably did not enter more common vocabularies before the 1970s.
Studies of the history and public commemoration of the Second World War and the Holocaust, seen by many as the archetype of genocide, have shown that during the first decades after the war neither historians nor the general public showed any great interest in massacres, victims and genocide.21 In general the technical and political aspects of the war, and the ‘national suffering’ of states under Nazi-occupation were much more in focus. With the aim of reconstructing depraved and fractured national communities after a devastating war, most European nation-states created positive narratives of united and heroic national resistance against external axis enemies.22
In Israel, where memory of the war and its victims would indeed be pressing, the Holocaust was largely absent from history and other scholarly fields until the early 1960s, when the Eichman trial brought this history into focus.23 In Western Europe and North America, the Holocaust stayed out of focus for even longer. In the United States the Holocaust was hardly identified as a particular tragedy until the end of the 1960s, and public interest rose markedly from the late 1970s.24 The historiographies of the countries of the East European socialist bloc followed a line of communist ‘anti-fascism’, having as its important themes the heroic struggles of the Partisans, the people’s armies and the Red Army.25 The Nazi politics of genocide and its victims were almost entirely absent from these histories: in 1981, the historian Lucy S. Dawidowicz, while researching a book on the Holocaust, found reason to fear that “the history of the 6 million murdered Jews would vanish from the earth as they themselves and their civilization had vanished”.26
This has certainly not been the case. Concerning Holocaust research, it has been pointed out that as much material was published between 1985 and 1995 as had been published in the entire period from 1945 to 1985.27 As scholarly fields, Holocaust studies and Genocide studies have gained in strength since the 1970s and flourished since the early 1980s.28 In the last decades, research and memorial centres dedicated to the Holocaust and more generally to genocide have been established throughout the world. It seems plausible to conclude that since the end of the 1970s there has been an unseen historical – as well as a public and general academic – interest in atrocities, genocide, and victims across the world as well as in Yugoslavia.
There may be several reasons for this increased interest in genocide and victims. Perhaps there was a need for distance in time before these issues could be addressed.29 Other causes may lie in a widespread change in world view and perspectives on individuals in relation to institutional and stately structures. The anti-war movements of the 1970s, the rise of individual human rights and the end of the Cold War have shifted the points of identification within historical culture, at least partly, from states and military power to civil and individual human beings.
The term and theme of genocide in Yugoslavia
The Serbo-Croatian equivalent of the word genocide, genocid, was not widely used in the first decades after the war. The word is not discussed in the common encyclopaedia of Yugoslavia, Enciklopedija Jugoslavije, published in the 1960s.30 Nevertheless, the Genocide Convention of the UN was included in the Yugoslav criminal code of 1951.31 In the Military Encyclopaedia, Vojna Enciklopedija of 1960, genocide is described as a crime under international law, of which the Fascist and particularly Nazi-German persecution of Slavic peoples, Jews and Roma during the Second World War is the main example. Yugoslavia and the Ustasha wartime practices are not mentioned.32 That the term was also available for political use is shown in a 1951 speech by Tito, accusing Molotov and the Soviet Union of genocide against the Crimean Tartars, Chechens and Volga Germans.33 It seems that for the first decades following the Second World War, the term of genocide was applied only to issues of international and foreign politics. In this period, it was hardly ever used to denote the wartime events in Yugoslavia.
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As all aspects of the thematization of genocide in Yugoslav historical culture – the subject of this book – are far too wide-ranging to be thoroughly covered in the present publication, I have instead foregrounded the developments and examples that seem to me to be the most crucial. These are cases in which particular political attention is paid to representations of the war and its massacres; examples of statements and representations of massacres and war history that have caused heated disputes among historians or in the public sphere; and introductions of new perspectives and points of focus in academic or popular representation of wartime massacres.
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