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In this article the authors discuss the role of Jasenovac Concentration Camp in Croatian
and Serbian political and social spheres. Connecting the historical data with the analy-
sis of the recent mutual accusations of genocide between the Republic of Croatia and
the Republic of Serbia before the International Court of Justice in The Hague, the
authors demonstrate the pervasive presence of Jasenovac in Serbian and Croatian
political discourse. Presenting different modes of social construction around Jasenovac,
from the end of the Second World War to the present, the article proposes a specific
reading of Jasenovac as a form of the “past that does not pass.” In this respect,
Jasenovac is seen as a continuous reference point for understanding collective losses
and group suffering, both past and present, in Serbian and Croatian society. Although
historically distanced by seventy years, the events surrounding Jasenovac are still con-
stantly recurring in both political and private, official and unofficial, spheres of life,
functioning as a specific symbol around which narratives of ethnic, national, and reli-
gious understanding as well as inter-group conflicts are thought and constructed. The
role of political and social factors in the construction of frequently incompatible narra-
tives is further underlined by the analysis of selected oral testimonies related to the war
in Yugoslavia in 1990s.
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Introduction

On 5 August 2015, the Republic of Croatia celebrated the Day of Victory and
Homeland Thanksgiving, and the Day of the Croatian Defenders (Croatian: Dan
pobjede i domovinske zahvalnosti i Dan hrvatskih branitelja), marking the twentieth
anniversary of the military operation, “Operation Storm” (Operacija Oluja), with a set
of public events including a large military parade.! On the same day, a very different
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set of commemorative events was observed in Serbia, where the day was declared one
of national mourning. On that occasion, during a memorial symposium dedicated to
the same commemoration held at the Sava Center, the Serbian president, Tomislav
Nikoli¢, described Operation Storm as a “bestial action with elements of a genocide,”
suggesting a continuity between the military parade held in Croatia and the acts of the
fascist Croatian government during the Second World War (WWII).2 The president of
the Democratic Party of Serbia, Sanda Raskovi¢ Ivi¢, drew an even stronger parallel,
claiming that the “genocide against Serbs continues, and we are still counting the
dead from Jasenovac and from the action of ‘Storm.””

The symbolic strength of Jasenovac in the collective memory of Serbs and Croats
is apparent because it appears as a regular reference (in a more or less explicit man-
ner) when other mass atrocities and sufferings that took place in their respective
territories from WWII onwards are interpreted. Although historically distanced by
seventy years, the events surrounding Jasenovac continually recur in both political
and private, official and unofficial, spheres of life, functioning as a specific symbol
around which narratives of ethnic and national histories as well as intergroup con-
flicts are considered and constructed.

By analyzing the recent materials presented before the International Court of
Justice (ICJ), during which mutual accusations of genocide were leveled by both the
Republic of Croatia and the Republic of Serbia, along with interviews collected
within the framework of the Croatian Memories project, this article aims to show that
Jasenovac has attained the status of “a past that does not pass,” that is, of a past that
continuously re-appears in the political, intellectual, and social life of a society.

The idea that there are certain historical events that have a strong hold on the
present became especially prominent in the second half of the 1980s, first marked
by a controversial article by Ernst Nolte on the past that does not want to pass
(Vergangenheit, die nicht vergehen will) that provoked a whole series of public
quarrels, later known in German historiography as “Historikerstreit.”* In his polem-
ical essay published in June 1986 (soon afterwards criticized as an attempt at his-
torical revisionism), E. Nolte argued that the memory of the Nationalist Socialist
past in Germany is unique because, unlike any other “past,” it has not lost its urgency
but instead established itself as a “sword hanging above the present” (ein
Richtschwert iiber der Gegenwart aufgehdngt). At the same time, he did not see that
process as something autonomous, but rather as a project supported by various
political interests. Only one year later, Henry Rousso published his famous work
entitled “The Vichy Syndrome™> (Le syndrome de Vichy), in which he traced differ-
ent public manifestations of memory related to the period of the French Vichy gov-
ernment. Those manifestations varied from unfinished mourning (immediately after
the war), overt repression (during de Gaulle’s period), to obsession (from the late
1960s onwards). The title of his later book, which was accidentally almost identical
to Nolte’s essay, soon became an iconic phrase in French history and memory stud-
ies: un passé qui ne passe pas.® Despite the fact that the two historians were very
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different in their theoretical positions and methodology, and regardless of their dis-
similar cultural and political contexts, they both put forward an important idea of
something historical which cannot be seen solely as a history. In other words, both
the German and French “historical quarrels” had as their subtext something exces-
sive, with a nature different from an “ordinary history,” that is, something with
important social relevance, provoking strong emotional reactions.

In the context of the former Yugoslavia, especially with regard to Serbian and
Croatian collective memory, the position of the “past that does not pass” is occupied
by Jasenovac, a complex of labor and extermination camps on the territory of the
former Nazi-allied Independent State of Croatia (Croatian: Nezavisna Drzava
Hrvatska [NDH]). Jasenovac does not represent solely a specific geographic location
in its historical context but also a contested /ieu de mémoire.” In oral history and in
the public memory of the former Yugoslavia and the subsequent successor states, it
surpasses its limited Zistorical locus and has the quality of an axial reference point
against which other traumatic events are understood and measured. This peculiar
status of Jasenovac has had an extensive lifespan, ranging from the end of WWII
until the present. As a starting point, the historical background of the Jasenovac con-
centration camp will be viewed within the context of the political and social struggles
in Southeastern Europe in the mid-twentieth century. Following that, the discussion
will focus on the construction of Jasenovac as a dual symbol of crime and suffering
during the first decades of Communist Yugoslavia. Its ambiguities will be further
illustrated by the uses of the notion of “Jasenovac” in political and war propaganda
during the 1980s and 1990s. Moving towards the contemporary construction of
memory, the article will analyze the role of Jasenovac in recent legal documents, as
presented in the mutual accusations of genocide between the Republic of Croatia and
the Republic of Serbia before the ICJ in The Hague. Finally, the discussion will con-
clude with an overview of oral testimonies related to the war in Croatia in the 1990s,
in which the history of Jasenovac and WWII functions as a narrative sub-structure.
This article does not attempt to give an extensive overview of the symbolic and mne-
monic presence of Jasenovac. Rather, it offers a set of cross-sectional analyses that
illustrate the complexity of the construction and reconstruction of the collective
memory of that site.

The role of the Jasenovac Concentration Camp in the
Independent State of Croatia

The Jasenovac Concentration Camp was the largest complex of extermination,
concentration, and labor camps in the NDH during WWIL. In the very first month of
the NDH’s existence, its leader Ante Paveli¢ signed a set of racial laws that were
aimed at the protection of the supposedly “Aryan blood and honor of Croatian peo-
ple” and thus targeted the Jews and the Roma.® A few months later, on 7 June 1941
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during his first meeting with Hitler, Paveli¢ received support for the elimination of
the Serbian population from the state by mass executions and deportations.® The
execution of crimes was primarily in hands of Ustasa units. In the ideology of the
NDH, Serbs were not seen as clearly non-Aryans but principally as politically
incompatible elements, “perennial enemies.”!? Throughout the entire territory of the
NDH during 1941 and 1942, around thirty German, Italian, and Ustasa camps were
established, some of them functioning as transit and assembly camps and others as
concentration camps. In terms of prisoner numbers and surface area, Jasenovac was
the largest concentration camp in the NDH and stayed in operation the longest (from
August 1941 till April 1945).11 According to the official presentation of the
Jasenovac Memorial Site, the Jasenovac concentration camp had several different
functions: it was an assembly point for men, women, and children from all parts of
the NDH; a transit camp for other camps in occupied Europe; a labor camp and a
penal camp; and it was a prisoner-of-war camp. However, it was primarily a death
camp, a killing ground for those who were seen as racially impure or politically
undesirable.!? The Jasenovac Concentration Camp was actually an assembly of five
connected camps in the vicinity of the village of Jasenovac, founded one after
another.!> Camp I (Krapje) and Camp II (Brocice) were operative from August till
November 1941. Surviving prisoners were then transferred in November 1941 to the
newly established Camp III (Brickworks) in Jasenovac which was from that date the
central place of execution. It is the camp most commonly associated with the name
“Jasenovac.”!* Other camp sites were Camp IV (Tannery work detail) and Camp V
(Stara GradiSka).!> Although the government of the NDH was dependent on the sup-
port of Germany and Italy, the camp itself was completely under local administra-
tion. The camp was run by Ustasa officials who became notorious for their cruelties
and modes of torture in such measure that even German officers in official reports
sent to Berlin expressed their revulsion. Comparing this place with the German
“death factories,” which were the product of growing modernity and bureaucratiza-
tion, Matausi¢ describes Jasenovac as “primitive manufacture, the manual produc-
tion of all possible cruelties.”!¢ In Jasenovac “the Ustasha killed the prisoners by
cutting their throats, hanging, beating, or starving them and forcing them into hard
physical labor.”'7 According to the latest list of individual victims published by the
Jasenovac Memorial Site (last update in March 2013), one can identify 83,145 vic-
tims by name. The majority of victims were Serbs (47,627), Roma (16,173), and
Jews (13,116). One quarter of all victims (20,101) were under 14 years of age.!®
After the liberation in May 1945, there were very few remains of the camp, as it
had been bombed by the Allies in March and April 1945. Additionally, before aban-
doning the camp, UstaSa officials ordered the destruction of the remnants of the
camp in order to hide the traces of the crimes that had been committed there.!® A few
of the last physical remnants were later claimed by the inhabitants of the surrounding
villages and used as construction materials. By the 1960s, almost all material evi-
dence had been removed from what was once the largest site of mass atrocities in the
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NDH. Only in the late 1950s and early 1960s were the first steps taken towards des-
ignating the area of the camp and construction as a memorial site by the Conservation
Institute of the National Republic of Croatia and the Central Committee of the
Federation of War Veterans’ Organizations of Yugoslavia. The latter organization
invited the architects Zdenko Kolacije and Bogdan Bogdanovi¢ to submit plans to
commemorate the tragedy of Jasenovac. Bogdanovi¢’s monument Stone Flower,
unveiled in 1966, became the first monument of what would eventually become the
Jasenovac Memorial Site.?

Although Jasenovac was an important place of commemoration in Communist
Yugoslavia, the nature of the regime did not allow sufficient agency for independent
scholarship related to this camp and the crimes of WWII in general. This would par-
ticularly be the case with regard to the number of victims, a statistic that was destined
to become one of the most contested elements in contemporary Croatian and Serbian
historiography.

Jasenovac in the Context of Communist Yugoslavia—The
Problem of the Number of Victims

Immediately after WWII, the Yugoslav government proclaimed that 1.7 million
people had lost their lives during the war. Soon after, this number achieved official
status, eventually challenged by later scientific research. It seems that the initial
approximation was created partly for external political needs, in order to justify
requests for large wartime reparations from Germany. It also rested on unclear meth-
odological procedures which could not be replicated.?! At the same time, according
to The Report of the State Commission of Croatia for the Investigation of the Crimes
of the Occupation Forces and their Collaborators (Croatian: IzvjeStaj Zemaljske
komisije za utvrdivanje zlo¢ina okupatora i njihovih pomagaca) from 1946, the
number of victims that perished in Jasenovac was placed between 500,000 and
600,000. This report also suffered from methodological shortcomings since it was
based on the testimonies of survivors along with general approximations.?? Later
there were attempts to list the number of individual victims, first in 1946, then 1950,
and again in 1964. The data were collected in the field by governmental organiza-
tions as well as by veterans organizations; all of them came up with a much smaller
number of victims than the government continued to claim. In particular, the number
of individual victims listed for Jasenovac was less than 600,000. However, official
state publications such as the Yugoslavian Military Encyclopedia of 1967 and the
Encyclopedia of Yugoslavia of 1971 continued to repeat the previous estimate of
500,000—600,000, which was later inflated in publications by Antun Mileti¢ and
Milan Bulaji¢ to 700,000 victims.?3 The latter number was frequently repeated, and
sometimes reinterpreted as 700,000 Serbian victims, without any real grounds in
historical evidence.



810 East European Politics and Societies and Cultures

After WWII, there were several attempts to establish the number of human losses
in Yugoslavia based on statistical approximations. Among foreign researchers,
important work was done by Paul Myers and Arthur Campbell, who approximated
the number of total deaths in Yugoslavia, among all ethnic groups, at 1.067 million,
which was already significantly lower than the number put forward by the Yugoslav
government.2 In the 1980s, Bogoljub Ko¢ovi¢?s and Vladimir Zerjavi¢?6 conducted
independent research based on statistical approximates and came up with remarkably
similar results: respectively, 1.014 million and 1.027 million total deaths.?’” With
regard to deaths in Jasenovac, Zerjavi¢ arrived at the approximate figure of 83,000.28
According to his own testimony, Kocovi¢ did not make any scientific calculation of
the number of victims in Jasenovac, but he estimated that the total number of Serbian
victims in all twenty-six concentration camps on the territory of the NDH (for which
Jasenovac was a unifying symbol) could be around 200,000. Kocovi¢ in the same
interview criticized manipulation of numbers, mentioning the unrealistic overestima-
tion of 700,000 or even a million Serbian victims in Jasenovac, in which he detected
nationalist propaganda.? Slowly but surely the number of victims in Jasenovac in
general and the number of Serbian victims in particular became a key element in the
political use of memory, especially during the second half of the 1980s.

Although the public stance of the Yugoslav government was anti-nationalist, it did
not encourage independent research that would place the number of victims in a
more realistic framework—possibly because of the fact that the greater the number
of victims of fascism, the more legitimacy could be claimed by the Communist gov-
ernment. Hence, the inflated numbers were perpetuated in official governmental
publications, various encyclopedias, and historical textbooks. On the other hand,
nationalist circles in Serbia, especially from the 1980s, used the same numbers not
only to emphasize the sense of collective victimhood of their own people but also to
depict others as perennial enemies. The story of Jasenovac and the idea of hundreds
of thousands of Serbs killed during WWII thus came to represent a key element in
narratives about the position of the Serbs in Croatia and about Serb-Croat relations.
According to Ozren Zunec, the inflated number of Serb victims was formulated by
Serbian nationalist circles in such a way that any negation of this claim was taken as
indicating the possibility of a new genocide, like that conducted under the NDH. In
his view, manipulation of an excessive number of victims, not excluding other
motives, served as a preparation for future political action.3

Hoepken, who has conducted a study of war narratives in Yugoslavia, demon-
strates how new national identities were constructed by a selective reading of history,
concentrated primarily on previous conflicts.3! The aim was obviously their solidifi-
cation into the collective memory of a nation. After attempts to open a public dis-
course between Croatian and Serbian professional historians ultimately failed in
1989, Hopeken indicated that

the discussion lost almost all intentions to clarify the historical facts and correct inap-
propriate descriptions and evaluations. Among the intellectuals and politicians on both
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sides, this topic became little more than a tool for refueling nationalist controversies
with the issue of victims of the Ustasa terror dissolving into a pointless body count.
While figures were downsized in the Croatian papers, Serbian figures went up, inflating
even the figures from the Tito period, which had often been questioned by historians.??

Hoepken shows how political elites in Serbia promoted a version of national iden-
tity based on the premise that Serbs were the constant victims of others, under the
perennial threat of physical annihilation. This portrait of history as a sequence of
collective suffering was nonetheless complemented with examples of extraordinary
heroism. Those two images together created a very specific “historical auto-stereo-
type” of hero-martyrs. The historiographical and public debate in Serbia revolved
around genocide and suffering. Jasenovac, in this ensemble, had the principal sym-
bolic place.’

Writing about the genesis of the Serbian revolt in Croatia in 1990, Zunec empha-
sizes that in the period of the 1980s, specifically at the time when it became possible
to debate the Communist “truth,” the number of victims was growing rapidly, despite
the greater availability of actual data and evidence that pointed to the opposite con-
clusion. As an illustration, he quotes a statement made by Vojislav K. Stojanovic—
then president of the Association of University Professors and Scientists of Serbia
(Udruzenje sveucilisnih profesora i znanstvenika Srbije)—in a letter sent to the
newspaper Politika in February 1990 in which he claimed that “in the crime of geno-
cide perpetrated by the Croatian ultranationalists, the Serbian nation lost over two
million innocent victims simply because they were Serbs.”?* In addition to the exag-
gerated numbers, Zunec states that the “mythical aspect of the narrative of Jasenovac”
became more evident in what he terms “ethnic claims to victimhood.” In his view,
there was a tendency to present Jasenovac as exclusively a Serbian tragedy, in such
a way that the mention of any victims of other nationalities diminished with time,
despite the fact that research by Vladimir Zerjavi¢ indicated that the nationality of 40
percent of the victims was not Serbian.33

The response in Croatia was both defensive and reactionary. The narrative of col-
lective victimhood present in Serbia from the 1980s evoked in many Croats the feel-
ing that they were being blamed as collective perpetrators—that all Croats were
genocidal supporters of the NDH. The actual historical problems of the NDH regime
were then set aside, and there was no real process of what could be called “coming to
terms with the past.” Attention was instead concentrated on crimes committed against
Croats by the Partisans and Cetniks. The counter-toponym to Jasenovac became
Bleiburg.3¢ In response to the need to assure the continuity of national and state iden-
tity, the NDH was often presented as one stage (although insufficient) in the fulfill-
ment of a long desired dream of national independence. However, there was no official
rehabilitation of that regime, whether in politics or in education.’” Towards the end of
the 1980s the book Bespuca povijesne zbiljnosti (Wastelands of Historical Reality),
written by soon-to-be Croatian president Franjo Tudman, caused another controversy
related to Jasenovac. Although his approximations of the number of victims were
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closer to the estimations of Zerjavi¢ and Ko¢ovi¢ than to the official number, he was
criticized for historical revisionism. Since Tudman speaks about the existence of the
“myth of Jasenovac,” misused to demonstrate the genocidal nature of Croats, the
word “myth” was criticized as a denial of the historical reality of genocide itself. 38

Since the Ustase’s crimes were exceptionally heinous in their nature and extremely
broad in their scope, it is no surprise that Croatian Serbs, who suffered the most under
the NDH, remembered this period as one of the most difficult in their history. However,
the fact that parts of that memory of suffering were instrumentalized later for political
propaganda points towards constant dangers related to the construction of narratives
of the past.3 At the same time, Croatian political leaders faced the challenge of estab-
lishing the legitimacy of the newly independent state that was almost immediately
drawn into war. In that process, the greatest challenge was precisely the history of the
NDH and the acknowledgment of past atrocities that took place on its territory.

In both cases, it is clear that the past extends far beyond the scope of academic
study, and it comes into interaction with many social and political factors. Even the
number of victims in Yugoslav society/societies was not merely a subject that could be
delegated to independent historical research. It was instead used as a political instru-
ment, first for the Communist Yugoslav state and later in the states that emerged from
its collapse. This was once again acutely visible in the conflict between the Serbian-
ruled Yugoslavia and Croatia during the period 1990-1995. As is often the case with
intergroup conflicts, antagonisms are not simply given, but developed through a series
of divisive narratives and symbols. Bruce MacDonald puts it succinctly:

By proving their own victimisation at the hands of Croatian enemy, Serbs portrayed
their machinations in Croatia as self-defensive, preventing a “repeated genocide” of
Serbs. Similarly, for Croats, the massacre at Bleiburg demonstrated a pattern of Serbian
genocidal aggression, followed by scheming, cover-ups and political dominance. . . .
Each side, by proving its own “holocaust” was able to convince its own people that
they needed to defend themselves against the renewed horrors of genocide.*

In other words, the past of the Second World War became again the present of
new conflicts in the 1990s, and continued as a constant symbolic “burden.” In the
following paragraphs, we will attempt to illustrate further the contested position of
Jasenovac by focusing on the mutual accusations of genocide between the Serbian
and Croatian governments before the International Court of Justice, and some ele-
ments of the current reception of Jasenovac in Croatia and Serbia.

The Place of Jasenovac in Mutual Accusations of Genocide
between Croatia and Serbia

In July 1999, the Republic of Croatia filed before the ICJ in The Hague, the
“Application of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
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Genocide (Croatia v. Serbia)” accusing the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia repre-
sented by the Republic of Serbia as its legal successor, for violations of the 1948
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.*' In 2010,
Serbia presented a Rejoinder against Croatia for breaches of the same convention.*?
Although both cases deal with the conflicts that took place between 1991 and 1995,
throughout their explication of events, legal teams of both countries penetrated much
deeper into history.*? In the initial legal exposé called the Memorial presented by
Croatia in 2001, Jasenovac is mentioned only in passing, in Volume 1, section 2.53,
where it is stated that it was misused in inflammatory articles in Serbian newspapers
from the early 1980s onwards. Although it is not denied that in Jasenovac “terrible
crimes had been committed against Serbs, Jews, Roma/Gypsies, Croats and others
during the Second World War,” it is emphasized that the aforementioned articles,
“authored by Serb historians and commentators such as Milan Bulaji¢ and Velimir
Terzi¢, exaggerated the numbers of those murdered in the camp, claiming that
700,000 Serbs had been killed. These figures were, the Memorial states, subsequently
increased to one million, and then several million, until finally it was said that the
precise number of Serbs killed ‘could not be counted.””** As a counter-argument to
those historical claims, the Applicant (Croatia) referred to other estimations of the
number of victims done in 1946, the 1960s, and the 1980s, which range from 46,000
to 100,000.% Volume 2 of the Croatian Memorial brings two testimonies (Annexes
31 and 275) from which it is apparent that Jasenovac was used as a means of intimi-
dating prisoners of war during the 1990s.4¢ Volumes 4 and 5 of the same document
bring examples of inflammatory articles from Serbian newspapers of the time.’ In
short, the Croatian Memorial treated Jasenovac in the context of the political propa-
ganda of the late 1980s. In their approach, the “terrible crimes” of the NDH were not
denied, but they were also not directly qualified as genocide. Their criticism was
directed towards the uses of past suffering, epitomized by Jasenovac, in the political
propaganda that immediately preceded the war in the 1990s. Serbia’s counter-suit, on
the other hand, did not deny that “Serbian nationalists misused the recollections of
these past events,”8 yet they argued that a similar nationalist revival also took place
in Croatia, especially through “its rehabilitation of the NDH, Ustasha movement and
its symbols.”* The Respondent (Serbia) insisted on defining the previous terror in the
NDH against the Serbian population as “genocide,” stressing that it “left an indelible
mark on the consciences of the Serbs in Croatia and elsewhere. The events leading to
the conflict of 1991-1995 and the conflict itself cannot be understood without taking
this into account.”>® The argument goes that the rise of nationalism amidst political
turmoil in Croatia, especially in the newly founded Croatian state, created the fear of
anew genocidal persecution among the Serbian population, especially in light of their
previous persecution during the period of the NDH.

The Jasenovac camp is discussed in Chapter V of the Counter-Memorial, in sec-
tions 412-420. After introductory historical remarks, the Respondent (Serbia)
defended the number of approximately 500,000-600,000 victims in Jasenovac by
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referring to witnesses from the aforementioned “Report of the State Commission of
Croatia for the Investigation of the Crimes of the Occupation Forces and their
Collaborators,” the Yugoslav Government, Yad Vashem’s Encyclopedia of the
Holocaust, and Israel Gutman’s “Encyclopedia of the Holocaust.”>! Volume 2 calls
on a number of historical sources that attempt to prove the genocidal nature of the
NDH, the terrors of the Jasenovac camp, and the Croatian nationalist revival sup-
ported by instances of what they saw as historical revisionism by Croatian President
Tudman and other Croatian historians and public figures. Finally, in the 2010 Reply
of the Republic of Croatia, the Applicant moves on from the historical debate over
the number of victims towards the iconographic representation of Jasenovac and its
public image.

Under the heading “The Rise of Serb Nationalism,” the Applicant emphasizes the
role of the infamous Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts
(SANU) 32 from 1986 and the role of intellectuals and the media in the creation of
nationalist narratives and anti-Croatian sentiments in Serbia.>? Jasenovac appears in
sections 3.13 and 3.14 where the applicant mentions a visit of the SANU delegation
to Jasenovac in October 1985, quoting a passage from Minutes of the Meeting from
11 and 12 October 1985 where Vladimir Dedijer said,

However, the circumstances are difficult and younger generations could be again called
upon to defend their homeland. If they see the graves of their predecessors being
neglected, that could negatively affect their fighting morale. And finally, it is only
decent to thank general Ivan Gosnjak, who during the sixties, invested a lot of energy
to advocate for Jasenovac to be marked visibly, because hundreds of thousands of
Serbs, Muslims, Jews, Roma and members of other nations lost their lives here. I think
if necessary, the Army will help us, as it has helped us before.>*

The Applicant (Croatia) connected this visit with the mobile exhibition about
Jasenovac titled “The Dead Open the Eyes to the Living” shown to Yugoslav
National Army (JNA) soldiers in the period from 1986 and 1991. Analyzing the
map of the exhibition sites, the Applicant concludes that “it is easy to see that these
were the areas where genocidal acts were later perpetrated by the Respondent. . . .
The presentation and the exhibited material, including photographs, had a clear
goal of connecting the crimes from WWII to the allegedly ‘separatist’ tendencies
in the Socialist Republic of Croatia. Simultaneously, numerous articles in weekly
journals intended for the JNA (e.g. Front, People's Army) contributed to this notion
from 1986 to 1991.”% The intention of the Applicant was to demonstrate that
Jasenovac and its history of suffering was instrumentalized for nationalistic pur-
poses, in addition to the way in which the historical tragedy was presented through
exhibited materials and narratives surrounding them. At the same time, the effec-
tiveness of the nationalist political programs seems to be in some degree attributed
precisely to the use of symbols of group suffering which resonated with public
sentiment.
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It is apparent that Jasenovac still occupies an important role in Croatian and
Serbian political discourse. It is important to note that both legal teams, though in
different ways, represented Jasenovac as a symbolic place that functions as an anchor
of a group identity constructed through remembrance of past suffering. Jasenovac is
thus not only a site but also a memory-place of decisive importance, as is apparent
from the Serbian Rejoinder. At the same time, precisely because of its public signifi-
cance, Jasenovac became additionally burdened as an instrument of political propa-
ganda leading to new atrocities more than fifty years afterward, as emphasized in the
Croatian Application. In the political spheres of both countries, Jasenovac has been
instrumentalized both for revisionist projects and for propaganda purposes, provok-
ing endless debates. However, it is important to note that Serbia in its counter-suit did
not deny political misuse of the past by Serbian nationalists, while Croatia did not
deny the horrors of the Jasenovac concentration camp. Although they still differ in
further interpretations of those elements, these agreements could be seen as a step in
a different direction from the exclusively self-centered nationalist discourses that
were, and still are, sometimes present in the public spheres of those two countries.
Finally, the challenge of Jasenovac elicits the “difficulties of representing Jasenovac.”
As we could see from the Croatian Reply, their legal team saw a link between icono-
graphical representations of the massacres and terrors presented in the exhibition
related to the Jasenovac Concentration Camp during WWII, and the terrors that took
place during the war in Croatia in the 1990s.

The question might arise—to which degree is Jasenovac a political matter and
how much does it represent an element in collective memory? Clearly, it is difficult
to draw a clear line between the collective memory of suffering and the political
(mis)use thereof. Nevertheless, it is important to see that political programs that aim
to strengthen their public appeal by evoking past suffering can succeed only if there
is a certain collective memory of those events shared among their population. The
situation becomes very challenging when there are no institutions or groups in vari-
ous domains of academia, culture, the media, religious communities, etc., that can
publicly question a particular political or ideological use of the past. Our analysis
points precisely to the fact that both the collective memory and history of Jasenovac
were mutually related and that neither of them was free from political influences. As
we could see in the example of the legal suit, its text mentions not only historical data
(from the current standpoint) but also previous manipulations of “history,” as well as
collective memory (i.e., in terms such as an “indelible mark on the conscience”). The
whole legal suit before the ICJ was—in the words of Vesna Crni¢-Groti¢, the leader
of the Croatian legal team—a “political decision.”*% At the same time, that “political
decision” was made, at least in part, with the intention of forming collective memory.
The Croatian minister of justice at the time, Orsat Miljeni¢, stressed that it was
important to present the case well so that testimonies about the events of the 1990s
could be placed before the international forum and “preserved for future genera-
tions.”s” Similarly, the former Croatian minister of Justice, Drazen Bosnjakovi¢, in
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an interview for a Croatian Radio station, said that the verdict is important for future
generations because “it will show them the angle from which they should look at
what happened in these territories.”® Former ICTY prosecutor Geoffrey Nice
expressed a similar opinion that one of the consequences of the verdict will be “how
the future generations see those events. Trials and verdicts will be part of the material
based on which they will form their opinions.” In short, politics, collective mem-
ory, and history are not the same domains, but they are also never completely inde-
pendent. What unites them is the common concern for the past, and they overlap
precisely in a struggle over its interpretation.®

The Place of Jasenovac in Oral Testimonies

In his article on collective memories among ethnic groups in the territory of the
former Yugoslavia, Ruiz Jiménez notices that each group has traumatic memories of
suffering inflicted by their neighbors, which permeates each society and creates a
shared feeling of victimhood. His impression is that the groups who inhabit the for-
mer Yugoslav region live in a certain form of a simultaneous history (una especie de
historia simultanea) in which history and the present coexist with myths and lies,
rendering the history of a group essentially tragic in the collective imagination of its
members. Anecdotally, he mentions that journalists who covered the wars in the
Balkans during the 1990s could not easily infer whether the atrocities that local
people spoke about had taken place just a day before, in 1941, 1841, or even 1441.
Trying to trace neuralgic nodes in Serbian memory, he stressed the mass extermina-
tion of Serbs during the period of the NDH and, more precisely, the horrors of
Jasenovac. In his view, Serbian collective memory saw the proclamation of a new
Republic of Croatia as the revival of a previous genocidal policy, instilling existen-
tial fears among Serbs in Croatia who responded by saying: “this time they will not
kill us like then, this time we will fight.” On the other hand, according to Ruiz
Jiménez, the Croatian collective memory of suffering is focused on the political
asymmetry of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, and the suffering of their
nation under Communism and the executions committed by Communist Partisans
and Cetniks.6!

Jasenovac, in other words, can be seen as a central place of Serbian collective
memory of suffering to such a degree that it became a symbol and identity marker
through which all future suffering is to be read and understood.®? Jasenovac, as a
symbolic place, is present in Croatian collective memory in a similar way. However,
instead of being a building block of national identity, it is manifested more as a chal-
lenging past. In both Croatian and Serbian memory one can detect a tendency to
develop a continuity of persecution and suffering. While this continuity in the Serbian
case is seen as a mnemonic line that connects Serbian victims in Jasenovac with the
persecution of Serbs in the 1990s, in the Croatian case there is a tendency to connect
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Serbian political misuse of Jasenovac with crimes against Croats during the same
period. Moreover, in Croatia, the period of Communism is seen as a repressive sys-
tem that had already shown its real face in the Bleiburg massacre of prisoners of war.

In the 2012 report to MYPLACE, an international research organization on the
construction and transmission of historical memory, researchers observed a tendency
among young Croatian participants to claim that current politics are no longer influ-
enced by the past. However, it was also noticed that “as soon as any subsequent
question is asked, it becomes obvious how much they are aware of the inevitability
of taking into account the past and forms of social memory when analyzing contem-
porary society in Croatia, especially when it comes to politics.”® In this respect, two
major Croatian national political parties (HDZ and SDP) are accused of instrumen-
talizing historical memories for political purposes. These memories are gathered into
two groups, one containing Jasenovac, anti-fascism, and Josip Broz Tito, and another
one that comprises Bleiburg, its subsequent “Way of the Cross,” and victims of
Communism. As Pavlakovi¢ observed, “Jasenovac and Bleiburg serve as antipodal
public rituals, in which political opponents denigrate each other every year, over the
issue of the interpretation of the Second World War.”¢4

Similarly, in a set of Croatian Memories (CroMe), video-interviews collected
within the framework of the Balkan Memories project,® the presence of Jasenovac
as a place of memory along with dehumanizing labels based on WWII divisions can
still be identified. This set of interviews is focused only on the period of the war
between 1991 and 1995, with respondents sampled from all nationalities and social
groups in the territory of the Republic of Croatia. The elements that stand out are the
symbolic topoi of Jasenovac and Bleiburg together with a general tendency to inter-
pret the new war in light of previous conflicts.

One of the respondents was Milan Tadi¢, a Serb from Donji Lapac who worked in
1991 as a translator for UNPROFOR. In his interview, Tadi¢ speaks about fear within
the Serbian population in his village in 1990 and 1991.% According to him, "the
memories of the Second World War were exclusively used to create fear among peo-
ple here."¢” Tadi¢ states that the fear was that there would be a new wave of Croatian
Ustasa-like nationalism that would bring about a new concentration camp like
Jasenovac, along with killing pits, etc. Among the mechanisms that contributed to
the perpetuation of anxiety, he mentions mass gatherings during which the atmo-
sphere of fear was even more accentuated, while anger and aggression were pro-
posed as ways out of the danger.%®

The strong presence of the memories of WWII was visible even in names that
were used to describe the belligerent groups. Often, opponents were called “Ustasa”
or “Cetnik” (after WWII military units) in a derogatory way, but sometimes those
names were also used as a means of self-identification.®®

In the testimony of Vesna Bosanac, it is apparent how particular images of WWII
were used to discredit the efforts of certain important individuals. During the war in
the 1990s, Vesna Bosanac was a physician and director of the city hospital in Vukovar,
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a city in Eastern Croatia that became a symbol of wartime destruction. She speaks
about an article that appeared in the British press under the influence of Serbian dip-
lomatic efforts. The article named her as “Vesna Bosanac Mengele,” directly allud-
ing to the Third Reich and making a direct connection between Croatia and Nazi
Germany, and claimed that she killed forty-three Serb children.”® This article
appeared at the time of the murder of 264 Croatian civilians in Ovcara, near Vukovar.
In fact, Dr. Vesna Bosanac is credited with saving many lives, both Croatian and
Serbian, during that war. The fact that the war was not fought only through weapons
but also through media is also apparent in the testimony of Vjeran Pirsi¢, who was at
that time a computer expert charged with the development and analysis of data in the
Croatian Ministry of Defense. He speaks directly about the propaganda during the
war and about battles fought on the Internet. Although the Internet of that time was
very slow, Pirsi¢ points to the fact that each time they would post current information
about a crime committed against Croatians, it would be followed by fifty items
posted by the Serbian side about the Ustase’s crimes in WWIL7!

It is interesting to note that some testimonies explicitly address the lack of “com-
ing to terms with the past.” For instance, Josip Sopta, a Franciscan priest and histo-
rian, attributes the greatest responsibility for the wars in the 1990s to Communists
who, according to him, never openly acknowledged the realistic number of fascist
victims and who never spoke openly about crimes committed after the war, espe-
cially those in Bleiburg. That lack of readiness to come to terms with the past, he
claims, provoked a desire for revenge. He mentions examples of journalists in Serbia
who exaggerated the numbers of deaths, speaking about millions of victims at
Jasenovac, and creating fear among the Serbian population that the same atrocities
would be repeated.” Zeljko Obradovi¢, a Serb from Donji Lapac, is rather skeptical
with regard to the work of memory in the territory of the former Yugoslavia. He
claims that WWII never ended in these areas, and that it continues even today. As an
example of the extension of violent memories, he mentions the nationalist songs
celebrating crimes committed by the Ustase, most notoriously "Jasenovac i Gradiska
Stara," which is still sung by certain nationalist groups in Croatia.”?

Although our presentation of oral testimonies is by no means comprehensive, it
suffices to show that the controversies about Jasenovac are not just a matter of offi-
cial politics, but also an element of shared, lived memory. Marie-Claire Lavabre
makes a distinction between the “choice of the past” (choix du passé) and the “weight
of the past” (poids du passé) in order to illustrate two intertwined modes in which the
past has bearing on the present.’* In the first instance, the past is seen as a pool of
different elements, and the “choice of the past” implies that some of these elements
are more strongly emphasized than others. Thus political decisions influence the way
the past is interpreted and restructured. The “weight of the past,” on the other hand,
underlines the fact that political views, decisions, and choices are not independent,
but are rather formed and framed by past events that cannot be completely manipu-
lated by elites.”> While one can describe “official memory” or “memory from above”
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more in terms of specific choices made with regard to the past, it cannot be forgotten
that they coexist with other interpretative forms, oral testimonies being one of them.
Collective memories, therefore, could be seen as dynamic structures of meaning,
mediated through the concerns of the present, in response to various social and politi-
cal factors.”® Jasenovac is a paradigmatic example of a mnemonic site in which both
the “choice of the past” and the “weight of the past” meet. While we could note many
instances in which Jasenovac has been used for specific political purposes, we could
also notice its strong presence in public memory which was both formed by and for-
mative in terms of political decisions in the past and the present. Moreover, the
understanding of the past cannot be separated from the identity of the group and from
its own way of experiencing the “weight of the past.” The challenging question that
both Croatian and Serbian societies encounter is how to think about the transmission
of memory to future generations without betraying the importance of past events and
remaining aware of its possible misuses. Recognizing mutual differences in the com-
memoration of the past is a necessary step forward. However, as mentioned earlier,
that does not suggest either disinterest (i.e., every group has its own story) or relativ-
ism (insinuating that all narratives about the past are equally valid). Rather, this
points to the need for additional and thorough historical research, and for inter-group
engagement with the past that goes beyond mutual accusations.

Jasenovac as a Symbol—Why So Pervasive, Why So Strong?

Our discussion has frequently stressed that Jasenovac functions as an important
symbol, a reference point of identity, and a specific framework of collective suffer-
ing. In this final section, we would like to reflect upon possible reasons. To under-
stand why Jasenovac has such a strong relevance in Serbian and Croatian collective
memory, one has to take into account the complex interplay between historical,
political, and social factors. First of all, there are different political groups that
continuously make Jasenovac a matter of daily politics, turning it into a “symbol”
of political division and a source of their rhetorical capital and social control. The
way political influence is exhibited heavily depends on the political leadership of a
country and the political climate related to questions of the past. However, we also
wanted to emphasize through our presentation that Jasenovac, although always a
question of political relevance (if we understand politics as a public concern), can-
not be reduced to the particular interests of political elites and parties. Its symbolic
status is also (and perhaps primarily) due to the nature and scope of the tragedy that
took place there. Like Auschwitz, a camp that became a symbol of the Holocaust
on the international level, Jasenovac came to be understood as a place standing for
all the horrors on the territory of the NDH. This was not only so for survivors and
the families of victims, but also for some scholars. Bogoljub Kocovi¢, one of the
leading experts on the victims of WWII on the territory of the former Yugoslavia,
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said in an interview that Jasenovac represents for him a symbol of all the concentra-
tion camps in the NDH, and when he estimated the number of victims in Jasenovac
he included there the victims of other camps in the NDH. This was because he saw
Jasenovac as a “main” camp, and all others as “auxiliary” to it.”” Moreover, as in
many other cases, there is a strong relationship between past suffering and group
identity. Among Serbs, Jasenovac became not just a symbol of suffering but more
specifically the central symbol for the suffering of their own people. To understand
why, one has to take into account, besides political factors, the importance of oral
testimonies and inter-generational transmission of trauma, and the religious rites
and narratives that commemorated Jasenovac as a special place of Serbian martyr-
dom.”® Especially after 1984, when it was already possible to speak about suffering
in more specific ethnic terms, Jasenovac became a pilgrimage site and, next to
Kosovo, the greatest liturgically commemorated tragedy of Serbian people.”
Furthermore, the symbolic position of Jasenovac is also a result of historiography,
which, in turn, has to be perceived against the background of political systems. As
was shown earlier, in early Communist Yugoslavia, Jasenovac represented a sym-
bol of the struggle of all Yugoslav people under fascism and was commemorated in
line with the official ideology of “brotherhood and unity” which did not leave space
for ethnically-based representations— of victims or perpetrators. As Perica writes,
in Tito’s Yugoslavia, “Jasenovac became a shrine of the civil religion of brother-
hood and unity and a memorial to the Partisan struggle in which all ethnic groups
and minorities took part and suffered.”®® A corollary of such a state ideology in
combination with authoritarian rule was the overestimation of the number of people
who lost their lives in the anti-fascist struggle, and the censorship of serious scien-
tific research that would put into question official figures. The decline of the
Communist state in the late 1980s opened up the possibility of questioning previ-
ously established “truths” but also led to a new set of nationalistic interpretations
of Jasenovac, supported with historical research of a dubious nature, continuing
during the war in the 1990s and later.3! Jovi¢ attempts to show that political control
of memory is characteristic not only of authoritarian regimes but also of a period of
transition that ensues following the collapse of a totalitarian system. According to
him, political leaders in Croatia and Serbia after 1989 opposed the official narra-
tives of Communist times by constructing a new “official memory” through similar
non-liberal modes of differentiation between acceptable and unacceptable memo-
ries. In his view, a truly pluralist approach that allows heterogeneity of memories
in the public sphere seems to have prevailed in Serbia and Croatia only at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century.®? In that respect, NGOs and civil associations that
deal with the issues of past play an increasingly important role in commemoration
and representation of traumatic events, including Jasenovac. In turn, those pro-
cesses were not without effect on the collective memories of people, and Jasenovac
continues to appear in the oral testimonies of both younger and older generations
of Serbs and Croats.
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When thinking about the importance of Jasenovac, one cannot overlook broader
cultural tendencies related to collective memory which developed globally since the
1960s in relation to the Holocaust. Appropriating its moral significance for their own
cause, both Croatian and Serbian writers, historians, and politicians spoke, and con-
tinue to speak, about their own specific “Holocausts,” and in that narrative Jasenovac
has attained a central role (either as the central place of the “Serbian Holocaust” or
as an antipode to the “Croatian Holocaust”).83 Besides that, the events around
Jasenovac are questions that Croatia and Serbia have to face in bilateral relations, but
also before international bodies such as the International Holocaust Remembrance
Alliance, to which they have to present their efforts in commemoration, education,
and research on the Holocaust and the Second World War.8* Briefly speaking,
Jasenovac was, and still is, a symbol, but a symbol for different things whose inter-
pretations and meanings were and still are manifold. Its “symbolic” status makes it a
place of particular social importance, but it also carries a danger of decontextualiza-
tion, simplification, and even manipulation. Thus, Jasenovac can be seen as an
emblematic case of the question of how to deal with the past in a situation where
there are conflicting memories of the same historical events. Although a plurality of
memories is inevitable, the differences can manifest themselves in various ways,
varying from compatible pluralities to clear opposition. Especially in cases when
memories of different groups directly oppose each other, one can see a need for
mutual engagement in a “work of memory” (fravail de mémoire) which is not a
recourse toward relativism, but a recognition of the complexity of the past and the
necessity of cooperation of both parties in an attempt to reread it.%

Conclusion

In this article, we aimed to discuss the role of Jasenovac in Serbian and Croatian
collective memory, its importance in the development of ethnic and national self-
understanding, in the perception of the Other, and its presence in both official and
unofficial narratives of the past. Unlike events that are analyzed from “a historical
distance,” there are certain places of memory which transgress their historicity and
appear as continually present and organically tied to communal life. In the context
of Southeastern Europe, in particular in Serbian and Croatian social and public life,
such a status of “past that does not pass” belongs to Jasenovac. This was demon-
strated through several cross-sectional analyses that illustrate the complexities
related to the construction and reconstruction of the history and memory of
Jasenovac. In the first instance, this was apparent through the modes in which the
political establishment of Communist Yugoslavia manipulated the statistics of the
victims of WWII, and presented Jasenovac as a “common tragedy” that epitomized
the losses suffered by anti-fascist forces. In this respect, the numerical approxima-
tions of human losses represented much more a symbol rather than a scientific
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datum, examples of which are certain numbers (such as that of 700,000 Jasenovac
victims) that gained almost a sacrosanct status in Yugoslav political circles. The
symbolic strength of Jasenovac became prominent again in the 1980s and 1990s,
when new national tensions in the former Yugoslavia came to be analyzed through
the prism of past conflicts, creating a new set of propagandist activities and manipu-
lations with regard to the number of victims and even visual representations of the
Jasenovac tragedy. Our analysis suggests that there were, and still are, conflicting
memories and “memory-politics” developed around this place of suffering. The
presentation of the recent mutual accusations of genocide by the Republic of Croatia
and the Republic of Serbia indicated that Jasenovac played an important role in
framing the conflicts of war and of suffering in the period between the years of 1990
and 1995. Although these conflicts occurred fifty years after WWII, their develop-
ment cannot be properly understood without regard to the ways in which WWII and
the Jasenovac tragedy continued to be present in the public memory of the Croatian
and Serbian populations. It is also evident that disputes surrounding collective
memory still represent a significant obstacle in current international relations
between Serbia and Croatia, not only before international fora (e.g., before the inter-
national courts) but also in the ways in which these countries publicly observe and
commemorate their national holidays. Using the materials from recent social
research projects conducted with respondents in Croatia, it was also suggested that
these conflicts of memory continue to be deeply embedded in the social reality of
both the young and the older generations. The article thus proposes a specific read-
ing of Jasenovac as a form of the “past that does not pass,” seeing it as a continuous
reference point for understanding collective losses and group suffering among
Serbian and Croatian social groups. However, since in this article we relied on
research in which participants were non-systematically sampled, there are clear
limitations with regard to any generalized conclusions. Further comparative research
on the role of Jasenovac in Serbian and Croatian society would be necessary to get
a deeper insight into this polemic. For better understanding of the phenomenon, it
would be especially important to include oral testimonies from Serbia. Unfortunately,
at the moment of analysis there was no comparable database. We hope that similar
projects will expand to other regions of the former Yugoslavia.

Finally, our paper attempts to demonstrate that the memory of past suffering is
never detached from social and political influences, and that it can be misused to cre-
ate antagonism and even lead to new suffering. At the same time, we also stress that
collective memory cannot be reduced to a construct made under direct political influ-
ence. Instead, we aim to show that history, collective memory, and politics stand in
an ongoing dynamic interplay in their common concern for the past and its interpre-
tation. In order to illuminate this problem in the Croatian and Serbian context, future
research might focus on an analysis of the strategies and mechanisms that societies
use to face the challenge of what is frequently described as a process of “coming to
terms with the past.”
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