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Abstract  

Historical events involving trauma and their impact on future generations have been studied in 
great depth, particularly those associated with third generation survivors of the Jewish 
Holocaust in Germany and Poland during WWII. However, occurring at exactly the same time as 
the Holocaust, and just 850 km to the south in former Yugoslavia (current-day Bosnia & 
Herzegovina (BiH)), but nearly completely unknown to the western world, was the genocide of 
100,000 Serbs, Jews, and Roma at Jasenovac Death Camp. While the emotional and 
intellectual processing of the Holocaust by subsequent generations of Jews has been 
extensively documented, the processing of the Jasenovac atrocity by subsequent generations of 
Serbs has been minimal. This scarcity of meaningful cross-generational analysis, in addition to 
the western world remaining ignorant of its occurrence, is no doubt largely due to Marshall Tito, 
then President of Yugoslavia. His policy of “Brotherhood and Unity” forbade public discussion or 
recognition of the Jasenovac slaughter and he arguably blocked anything approaching a 
meaningful Serbian psychological processing of the tragedy. 

What was the impact of the end of Tito’s reign on the psyches of the Serbian people relative to 
the Jasenovac tragedy? How did the Serbs begin to process this terrible event in their history? 
Could it be that the current problems in BiH are in part linked to a lack of meaningful resolution 
of the trauma of Jasenovac?  Could it be that the lack of western recognition of the Jasenovac 
tragedy has further hampered Serbian recovery? This paper seeks to understand if Bosnian-
Serbs see a significant connection between the Jasenovac horror and the many current 
problems facing them in their homeland today.  

Having lived in Bosnia for six years, being fluent in Serbian and having many contacts there to 
help me organize my logistics, I carried out a case-study with 15 Bosnian-Serbs living in Banja 
Luka, BiH, the majority of whom are 3rd generation survivors of the massacre at the Jasenovac 
Death Camp. The findings show that interviewees have intense emotional connections to the 
Jasenovac tragedy even though 70 years have passed since its occurrence. The emotions 
shown in these interviews include psychological pain from the loss of family members, anger 
towards unrepentant perpetrators, and anxiety that this genocide will reoccur. A majority of the 
interviewees believed that the current state of socio-economic and political disruption in their 
country would be non-existent, even to the point  of preventing a civil war, had their collective 
trauma been meaningfully recognized and addressed soon after WWII. 

The study concludes that unresolved historical trauma in connection with the Jasenovac Death 
Camp is likely an important element in the healing process which needs to be addressed both 
by the UN-established Truth and Reconciliation Commission and in sustainable development 
policy of the UN/EU/USA in BiH. 
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1.0 Introduction  

Life in Banja Luka 

My wife and I arrived in Banja Luka, Bosnia & Herzegovina, the capitol of the Repbulika Srpska, 
in 2002 as part of an American, church-funded mission to help churches there in their efforts to 
provide social support for the citizens of this war torn country. Banja Luka has a population of 
about 300,000 and it sits on the eastern side of the Balkan mountain range that gives this part of 
the world its commonly known name, “The Balkans”.  

Our first year of what end up being a six-year stay was basically a language emersion that 
included formal classes, tutors and many hours on the boardwalk or in cafes drinking coffee, 
practicing our Serbian and making new friends and associates. As our fluency progressed, so 
did the depth and range of our conversations with the priests, businessmen, teachers, doctors, 
farmers, lawyers, artists and musicians who were part of our daily fare. Invariably, our 
conversations would center on the recent war, who caused it, what it was like to live through it, 
what the country was facing in the war’s aftermath and what needed to be done to help with its 
recovery.   

“The War” 

After a good amount of confusion on our part, it became apparent that when a local spoke about 
“The War” they very well might not be talking about the most recent war, the Bosnian Civil War 
(1992-1995), where all all three ethnic groups took up arms and committed brutal killings. They 
might mean the Kosovo War (1998-1999) that included the NATO bombing of Belgrade, Serbia. 
They might even be talking about the 15th century invasion by the Turks against the Serbs, 
World War I that started with the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand by a Serb nationalist in 

Sarajevo BiH, or  “The War” could also refer to World War II when Serb (Orthodox Christian), 

Croat (Catholic), and Bosniak (Muslim) neighbors engaged in horrific bloodshed. The important 
point here is that the Bosnian civil war is only the most recent occurrence in a long history of 
conflict in the Balkans and that all of these conflicts are perceived by locals as more or less part 
of the same whole.  An understanding of the current conflict must occur within the context of this 
whole.   
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The term “balkanization”, considered a derogatory term by locals, is defined by the Merriam-
Webster dictionary as dysfunctional breakdown of a whole into smaller units, unfortunately is an 
apt description of the history of this part of the world. Conflict has been more or less continual 
and The Balkans, or the Balkan Peninsula, is probably a good example of the “conflict trap” that 
Paul Collier says marks countries who have repeated cycles of civil war that keep them stuck in 

a place of socio-economic and political disparity (2007). This trap certainly seems to apply to 

BiH. 

How Does the International Press View Bosnia’s Problems Today? 

This holistic approach to understanding BiH society and politics seems to have generally 
escaped the international press. It has viewed and continues to view Bosnia & Herzegovina’s 
problems as due to Serbian-caused conflict producing a never-ending complex of hopeless 
social challenges. (Guardian, August 2015)  Especially in the popular press, there’s very little 
consideration given to the evolution of the conflict and or how the current situation might have 
the past, even distant past, as one of its root causes.   

Contemporary accounts of the conflict in BiH consistently have taken a rather one-sided, 
ahistorical approach with Srebrenica as the center piece (see ‘The Srebrenica genocide: A 
defining moment’ by Christiane Amanpour, CNN, 2015). In the last decade, these accounts have 
focused on the horrible Srebrenica slaughter waged by Serbian forces and they tend to imply 
that the cause of the Srebrenica monstrosity, and all the conflict and problems in this region, as 
something akin to Serbian evil. This simple approach may be suitable for the popular press but 
it doesn’t provide a useable or meaningful platform for helping the country overcome its current 
problems.  

What Have Governments Done to Help BiH Overcome the Impact of its Civil War?    

Scholars, peacekeepers, and policy-makers have expended great energy, effort and money in 
the last 20 years trying to assist BiH with its development. Their approach has centered on the 
lynchpins of economic growth, good governance, and civil society building (UN MDG’s BiH 
Report, 2013). There’s little doubt that these efforts have made a positive difference in the 
country, but it can also be argued that this approach hasn’t been enough.  
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Since the 90’s civil war, millions of dollars have been invested in the Balkans and the 
international community has worked tirelessly in trying to establish social, economic, and 
political sustainability in the region as a way to get BiH back on track. Yet, 20 years after the end 
of the civil war, the country is still stuck, ethnic tensions have heightened, and threats of 
secession are being shouted. The international governing body put in place by the UN Dayton 
Peace Accord, the Office of the High Representative, reports that the country has been on a 
downward trajectory for eight years and continues to plummet which points to the failure of 
political leaders and government institutions to propel the country forward (OHR, 2014). 

Srebrenica and Jasenovac: Same and Different 

In my conversations with Bosnian-Serbs about their lives and culture, I frequently heard the 
word “Jasenovac” before I knew enough to ask what it was. As it turns out, it’s a critically 
important part of the history of the Balkans and it emphasizes the need to take a broader 
perspective about the current problems in BiH. Jasenovac refers to a village, located in northern 
BiH on the border with Croatia, where a death camp was established  during WWII by the 
Independent State of Croatia and governed by the Croat-led Ustashi movement, a puppet-state 
of the Nazi’s. Now known as the Jasenovac Death Camp, this camp is where 100,000 Serbs, 
Jews, and Roma, men, women and children, were brutally massacred by their Croat neighbors 
(United States Holocaust Museum, 2014).  

The physical similarity in the events that transpired at Srebrenica and Jasenovac are as 
discomforting as they are startling. At Srebrenica, the Bosniaks were “driven by truck to another 
killing field where soldiers lined them up in front of rows of bodies” (Jilani, 2015) and at 
Jasenovac, the Serbs “were driven in cattle wagons, enclosed in tunnels, and they were so 
weak that even the rats were attacking them while still alive” (Erlih, 2001). At Srebrenica, a 
Bosniak boy lost his father only to find scraps of his remains a decade later in mass graves and 
a 10 year-old Serb boy during WWII escaped death as his mother and father were slaughtered 
with machetes and knives.  When I visited Jasenovac Death Camp in 2006, the sights and 
sounds of the two tragedies resonated in my mind. Gun shots and 6,000 bodies crumpling to the 
ground at Srebrenica (Jilani, 2015) and the sickening thuds of hatchets and knives cutting into 
the bodies of 10,000 Serb children at Jasenovac (Fisk, 1992). The loudly voiced prayers of 
those about to be executed at Srebrenica and the horrible screams of Serbs, Jews and Roma 
boiled alive in giant cauldrons at Jasenovac (Erlih, 2001).  
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However, there’s no similarity in how these events are remembered by the world. The 
Srebrenica story goes on and becomes infamous in Europe and around the world, made 
famous by visits from dignitaries and celebrities alike, but Jasenovac is basically ignored making 
it unknown to the rest of the world. Probably one of the major reasons for the Jasenovac Death 
Camp not becoming widely known is that after WWII ended, the atrocities there were hidden for 
decades by Yugoslav President Marshall Tito and his regime in order to control ethnic tensions 
through a policy referred to as “brotherhood and unity” (Leroux-Martin, 2014) where unity 
trumped atrocity at any price. Though this policy perhaps played a role in the cohesion of the 
country, a successful political system, and travel freedoms during Tito’s reign, the price for this 
“success” might have been that the horrific traumatic events of Yugoslavia’s Jasenovac Death 
Camp were merely repressed only to reemerge in a terrible form of revenge in the 1990’s. 

  

The Need for Historical Context 

No one disagrees that Srebrenica should be acknowledged and play an important role in the 
healing process for citizens of BiH, but this paper argues that in order for there to be social 
sustainability in the region there must be proper acknowledgement of other monumental 
atrocities that occurred between these ethnic groups. The Jasenovac Death Camp is one of the 
these atrocities that must be considered on this historical timeline.  

Not only has this historical atrocity at Jasenovac not been acknowledged in an international 
public sense, but there’s little research on the potential transmission of trauma to future 
generations from this historical event. That is, there’s no work on transgenerational trauma like 
has been conducted on Jewish Holocaust trauma being transmitted from one generation to the 
next. While the scale of the atrocities are different, there’s only a handful of articles even 
discussing the potential for this transmission of trauma in BiH in regards to WWII atrocities, 
even fewer articles that link this trauma to current-day socio-economic and political problems in 
the region, and no actual data collection.  

There has been no field study work done with Bosnian-Serbs about whether historic national 
trauma plays an underlying role in the current gridlock. Any research done about BiH today 
seems speculative, focuses on the last 20 years, and doesn’t include any historical context. 
Furthermore, there are no references in the work of UN/EU/USA on social sustainability and 
development policy in regards to BiH that addresses the possibility that addressing historical 
trauma might be an element in creating sustainability and peace.  

�8



A Different Track 

A meaningful discussion of the 1990’s civil war in BiH and the current state of unrest and strife 
in the country there requires a deeper level of analysis, an analysis capable of generating new 
and different approaches to helping the country with its recovery. Allowing the Bosniaks the 
opportunity to overcome the trauma of Srebrenica must be part of the equation for peace and 
recovery but there has to be much more. However, such an analysis isn’t easy and it’s likely to 
be convoluted, confusing and complicated to many Westerners, but it’s necessary if the one 
requiring deep study and cultural sensitivity before the true picture comes into focus.  My 
argument in this paper is that the international community, in particular the EU, USA, and UN, 
and certainly the popular press, have missed a critical piece of the historical narrative in BiH that 
could be perpetuating the unending instability in the region.  

It’s the theme of the current paper that, with a deeper consideration of historical context,  a 
different track might be investigated that might be able to help this country to heal…a track that 
recognizes the twists and turns of Slavic culture, one that goes much deeper into the historical 
source of its generational pain, anger, and fear, and one that can have a lasting healing impact 
on the BiH society.  

The Need for Data 

Data is needed to verify the importance of the relationship between the past in BiH and the 
current problems in this country. This study attempts to clarify this relationship and there’s ample 
evidence to suggest that the relationship is real. For example with many dignitaries including Bill 
Clinton, Madeline Albright, and Angelina Jolie attending the 20 year commemoration of 
Srebrenica in the summer of 2015, The New York Times reported that, “President Tomislav 
Nikolic of Serbia, who has previously apologized for Srebrenica but has declined to call it 
genocide, would not attend the ceremony saying ‘A senior Bosnian Muslim official would need to 
make a similar gesture at places where Serbs suffered’” (July 7, 2015). 
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2.0 Research Question 

Do Bosnian-Serbs feel their historical national trauma from Jasenovac Death Camp influences 
the current socio-economic and political scenario in BiH? 

Secondary Research Questions: 

1. Do third-generation Bosnian-Serb survivors of WWII Jasenovac Death Camp have 
unresolved conflict resulting in pain, fear, and anger?  

2. Do Bosnian-Serbs feel there has been proper acknowledgment, apology, financial 
retribution, and criminal justice regarding the atrocities against them by their Croatian 
and Bosniak neighbors during WWII? 

3. Do Bosnian-Serbs feel there is a connection (revenge factor) between unresolved 
historic national trauma from WWII atrocities and the 90’s civil war? 

4. Do Bosnian-Serbs feel the international community understands their historic narrative 
and has included this in reconciliation policy? 

3.0 Aims 

By illustrating with case-study narratives obtained through face-to-face interviews with 15 
Bosnian-Serbs in Banja Luka, BiH this study aims to: 

• arrive at an understanding of the depth and complexities of the current unresolved conflict 
in BiH 

• arrive at an understanding of the Bosnian-Serb narrative regarding historic and current 
conflicts  

• successfully infuse this narrative in the current nation-building discourse in BiH and 
implement new policy in social sustainability in BiH 
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4.0 Positionality 

I am a 30-something, white, American, male who grew up in the Midwest in a middle-class 
family. Prior to conducting the research study upon which this reflective work is based, I lived, 
along with my wife, in Bosnia & Herzegovina both as a college intern in 1999 and later doing 
ecumenical and development projects from 2002-2008. My personal experiences and 
relationships with Bosnian-Serbs while living in Banja Luka ultimately led me to my interest in 
conducting qualitative research to learn more about the Bosnian-Serb historical narrative and its 
links to the current context. In 2002, I arrived viewing the Bosnian-Serbs through a lens clouded 
with bias and assumption. I agreed with the rest of the world that Bosnian-Serbs were the “bad 
guys” of the planet. To Bosnian-Serbs, I represented a nation that bombed them in Belgrade in 
1999, and that has dismissed their historical narrative as an excuse for revenge. Over the years, 
Bosnian-Serbs opened up and shared with me their painful stories and eventually took me to 
the place of this genocide at Jasenovac Death Camp. I was deeply impacted by all I heard and 
saw and I began to wonder if this historical narrative was the missing link in the current stale-
mate in Bosnia between the ethnic groups and, therefore, I entered into this research project. 
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5.0 Key Terms and Conceptual Framework 

Transgenerational Trauma 

In the last 30 years, the concept of transmission of trauma from Holocaust survivors to their 
offspring has been discussed in over 400 published papers (Kellermann, 2001). Researchers 
have discussed at length its definition, how this trauma is transmitted, and what exactly is 
passed onto future generations.  

Definition 

A man born long-after the Holocaust in a country far away and a half century after the war has 
nightmares about the horrific atrocity. According to Kellermann (2001), children of Holocaust 
survivors like this man, whose mother survived Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp, still 
experience the effects of the Holocaust as if they themselves had actually been there.  These 
second generation survivors, and also even third generation, can share the same grief and pain 
as their traumatized parents and grandparents. The trauma of the parents somehow is 
transmitted to them (Kellermann, 2001). “Transgenerational trauma represents a form of trauma 
that has been transferred from the generation of survivors who have experienced (or witnessed) 
the catastrophe or atrocities directly. Intergenerational transmission of trauma is that which is 
passed on through the relationship between parents and children” (Steinberg et al., 2011).  

How it is Transmitted 

Trauma transmission from parent to child can travel like invisible sound waves being transmitted 
through space. Trauma transmission can occur where a parent’s experiences, thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions are passed invisibly onto second and third generations (Kellermann, 
2001). When a trauma occurs, this causes a victim to be stuck in an area and these patterns of 
behavior can then be repeated and transmitted within the family over generations (Danieli,
1998).  
  
What is Transmitted 

Second generation survivors experience having a terrifying world view where they always 
anticipate disaster and have a strong fear it will happen again, as if they were the victims 
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instead of their parents (Braga et al., 2012). Studies have shown an “increased vulnerability to 
psychological distress and to post-traumatic stress disorder” and the third generation showed 
signs of school issues, drug abuse, eating disorders, depression or anxiety disorders, and 
problems with aggression all attributed to generational transmission (Fossion et al., 2003). 

Jewish-Israelis, for example, still have strong emotional ties to the Holocaust even those not 
born during the atrocity or those who do not have direct lineage to victims. They continue to 
carry with them fear of this happening again in their current Israel-Palestine conflict (Chaitin, 
2011). Historical trauma can become the national trauma that has a grand narrative and can 
become the rational for future violence (Kinnvall, 2012). 

�13



6.0 Literature Review 

This section seeks to show what current work has been done in and around the subject of 
historical trauma and the transgenerational transmission of this trauma in the former Yugoslavia. 
This section also seeks to show the gap in literature linking the historical trauma of Bosnian-
Serbs and the current socio-economic and political landscape in BiH. As previously mentioned, 
there are literally hundreds of research articles written on the topic of Holocaust trauma, yet only 
a few authors cite the importance of addressing WWII atrocities— i.e. Jasenovac Death Camp, 
in the current BiH reconciliation conversations and policy. When historical trauma is discussed 
in the BiH context, it only extends back to the 1990’s civil war and doesn’t include earlier 
historical conflict. Lastly, this section seeks to show that though there exists a small amount of 
literature citing the role of historical trauma in ex-Yugoslavia, these articles are, for the most 
part, theoretical and not field-based data collection projects.  

6.1 Transgenerational Trauma in Yugoslavia 

In the wake of the 90’s atrocities committed by the Bosnian-Serbs, it is not considered news 
worthy to recount the atrocities committed against them in WWII (Fisk, 1992). For the Serbs, 
though, the suffering and death at Jasenovac is the prime focus of national memory (Byford, 
2007). 

“World War II, which had an enormous impact on the relations among 
people in the former Yugoslavia, is, I dare say, the strongest link in the 
chain of intergenerational transmission of emotions. The transmission of 
feelings engendered by war experiences was carried by particular national 
groups as their history, leading to transgenerational memories of insults 
and destruction, the blame for which was laid upon the ‘enemy people’ as 
a whole. The con- sequences of this transmission of affects and memories 
are of utmost importance for understanding present-day confrontations 
among the various ethnic groups in Yugoslavia” (Klain, 1998, p. 274, 282). 

The individual acts of horror at Jasenovac might surpass Auschwitz in that there were no gas 
chambers at Jasenovac, men were beheaded, and women gang raped. A German officer wrote 
the camp is “of the worst kind, equal to Dante's inferno” (Fisk, 1992). It is only logical that the 
transmission of emotions due to remembrance of unacknowledged murder, suffering, and 
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destruction from generation to generation will at some point burst into violence again (Klain, 
1998).  

Some Serbs claim the 90’s war was provoked by the “communist suppression of historical 
truths, manipulated memories, and reawakened fears of the tragedy of World War 
Two” (Pavlakovic, 2008, p. 2). When the three ethnic groups of BiH discuss the cycle of violence 
in the region, the Serbs will even go farther back than WWII and point to atrocities in WWI and 
the Turkish invasion in the 14th century (Audergon, 2008). Volkan explains the phenomenon of 
“chosen” historical trauma which is a mental representation of an historical event where a group 
of people were traumatized and, for whatever reason, were not able to heal from this trauma. 
This played a major role in the 90’s. If that chosen trauma is kept alive and passed on to 
generations, be it 50 years or 600 years, it can feel as if it happened yesterday and can ignite 
horrible revenge (Volkan, 1998).  

Knezevic writes about the reality of transgenerational trauma and its impact on WWII 
perpetrators also. Knezevic’s uncle willingly allowed himself to be caught and killed in the 90’s 
war by the Serbs due to his Ustashi participation where he helped kidnap Serb women, raped 
them, and threw their babies on spears. Knezevic described his uncle as being haunted by the 
memory of his war crimes against innocent Serbian babies. (Knezevic, 2009). 

6.2 Historical Trauma Stretching Back Only to 1990’s 

Much of the literature that involves BiH and historical trauma only addresses the impact of 
historical trauma from the 90’s civil war. These insights in literature are very valuable but need to 
extend much further back in history to, at the very least, include WWII trauma.

“Memory naturally tends to be selective. Most Albanians and Serbs in 
Kosovo, or Muslims and Serbs in Bosnia, for example, have developed 
completely different recollections of their common past [90s civil war]. If 
they are not corrected through mechanisms such as an independent truth 
commission, then selective memories are handed down from generation 
to generation” (Huyse, 2003, p. 30).
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In a post-war forum in Croatia (where all three ethnic groups were represented) that sought to 
debrief conflicts from the 90’s war, the author/forum-leader created space to discuss the 90’s 
narrative and gave great opportunity within a structured forum to hear narratives. The author’s 
suggestions for accountability, truth commissions, and healing are all spot on the author failed 
to fully acknowledge the historical context. This became obvious when the Bosnian-Serbs took 
the conversation in a different direction. 

“Croats spoke of the ‘ethnic cleansing’ and atrocities in 1991. Serbs 
spoke of the killing and ethnic cleansing when the Croatian army came in 
1995 and seized the area back. And in discussing this cycle of violence, 
discussions also quickly returned to open wounds and lack of 
accountability for what happened in World War II, World War I, and to the 
14th century…” (Audergon, 2008, p.269). 

The author thoroughly covered all the main principles in processing historical memory, pain, 
and trauma but only as it relates to the 90’s war, but failed to include these much earlier 
valuable episodes of collective trauma. The author had a chance here to investigate these 
historical wounds and the link to current-day problems but it was not further discussed in 
the findings. The author points to the importance of accountability for atrocities but only in 
relation to the 90’s conflict. The author had the opportunity to capitalize on investigating this 
historical pain and process the obvious transgenerational trauma, yet it was left unspoken.  

Other literature points to the fact that to investigate the source of conflict in BiH, one needs 
to go back even further back then WWII to the 15th century but this is challenging, in terms 
of proper data collection, and thus hasn’t been done.  

“Western scholars investigating the sources of the conflict in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are often surprised to learn that it did not begin with the 
Croatian conflict in 1991-92, the demise of the Soviet Union, the death of 
Tito, or even World War II. To hear the Serbian side adequately is to 
return not to the twentieth century but to the fourteenth-century Battle of 
Kosovo. Although significant and noteworthy attempts to sort out historical 
fact from fictional accretions have been attempted, the effort is clearly 
hindered by the unavailability and unreliability of the data” (Goodwin, 
2002, p.5). 
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7.0 Methodology 

7.1 Approach 

My research design was deductive and exploratory in nature adopting a qualitative approach. 
This approach was most appropriate because it allows space for a individual’s humanized 
narrative to be captured.  

“Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting 
to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 
people bring to them…using case study, personal  
experience, introspection, life story, interview, artifacts, and cultural 
texts and productions, along with observational, historical, interactional, 
and visual texts—that describe routine and problematic moments and 
meanings in individuals’ lives.” (Denzin & Lincoln, p 3)  

Instead of a mile wide and an inch deep, I wanted to dig a mile under the surface with a  few 
selected individuals to capture a rich and honest narrative about very difficult themes. A 
qualitative approach focusing on the narratives of 15 individuals would highlight voices and 
perceptions. This approach is critical to allowing traumatic narratives to be shared, most of 
which for the first time, to a Westerner. 

7.2 Methods 

I conducted in-depth interviews in-person with 15 Bosnian-Serbs who live in the capitol city of 
Banja Luka located in the Republika Srpska, a majority Bosnian-Serb entity of BiH. I met with 
each participant once prior to the interview to establish a connection and to answer any 
questions about the research project. Then we met for a second time for an extended period to 
conduct the interview. Interviews were audio recorded in participants’ homes, offices, or cafes of 
their choice and then later transcribed. 

7.3 Procedures 

I collected data in Banja Luka, BiH for 3 weeks during the Spring of 2015. I selected 15 
Bosnian-Serbs who I had previously known, worked with, and most importantly with whom I 
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already had trusting relationships.  I chose this approach versus choosing random strangers 
because of the anti-trust dynamics between foreigners, especially Americans, and Bosnian-
Serbs. I didn’t want my positionality to be a roadblock to transparent narratives being shared. If I 
were to have performed a random selection I would not have been able to  get the desired 
interview transparency or depth I was looking for. 

Interviewees were all in their 30’s/early 40’s and their identities in this case study were kept 
confidential for the sake of transparent and honest interviews. I interviewed 8 males and 7 
females. All 15 interviewees, each in their own right, are considered current leaders in the 
religious, civic, arts, political, medical, and media sectors (Appendix 1.0). 

The interviews were semi-structured in the sense that I used an interview guide with 5 questions 
but allowed for follow-up questions based upon their answers (Appendix 2.0). This semi-
structured approach was chosen so as to allow their story to be heard and flow openly without 
much limitation versus having multiple closed questions that would possibly limit them or not 
allow them to feel they were in control of sharing their narrative. I didn’t want to impose my 
Western perspective into the narrative or come across as controlling the interview. 

7.4 Data Analysis 

Thematic Analysis was used in analyzing the qualitative data.  
“Thematic analyses move beyond counting explicit words or phrases and 
focus on identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within 
the data, that is, themes. Codes are then typically developed to represent 
the identified themes and applied or linked to raw data as summary 
markers for later analysis. Thematic analysis is still the most useful in 
capturing the complexities of meaning within a textual data set”  (Guest et 
al, 2012, p. 10). 

This approach was used to pinpoint, examine, and record patterns within the data. After 
becoming familiar with the data, 10 codes were generated and multiple themes were found 
among these codes. These themes were reviewed, defined, and refined which then lead to 
producing the final report.  

�18



The Framework Approach, developed by researchers Jane Ritchie and Liz Spencer in the late 
1980’s from the Qualitative Research Unit at the National Centre for Social Research in the 
United Kingdom, was a tool I used to organize data, codes, and develop themes from the 
interviews. As I read and re-read the data, patterns emerged with similarities from which I 
produced 10 codes. According to the framework, I created a matrix of 15 rows, representing one 
for each interviewee, and 10 columns, representing each code.  I reduced the data by taking 
key quotes from the interviews and placing them in the appropriate matrix cell which allowed me 
to see trends and similarities as well viewing large amounts of data on the same page. For 
every code, there were sub-categories as well. From this, I was able to create overarching 
themes that were evident from the individual interviews. 

               #  

Figure 1 The Framework Approach 

7.5 Ethical Procedures 

All participants, prior to volunteering and consenting to be interviewed, were given a 
participation document informing them about my reasons for research, intentions afterwards, 
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and what would happen to the data. Included in this document was a guarantee of their 
confidentiality describing that I would be the only person who could link interview responses with 
individuals, and a guarantee of their anonymity stating that I would not collect identifying 
information such as names, addresses, etc. The data has been kept secure in locked locations 
since conducting the interviews and once this project is complete, the audio recordings of the 
interviews will be deleted. Additionally, interviewee names used in the findings are not the 
interviewee’s actual names. 

7.6 Limitations 

The following are circumstances that might have limited and impacted the research process in 
some unforeseen manner.  

I interviewed successful leaders, well-known, and financially stable individuals in their 30s/40s 
who all live in the Republika Srpska and whom I previously had known. I, therefore, excluded 
other age groups, geographic regions such as rural areas, socio-economic statuses such as 
less successful individuals with lower-income levels, and random sampling of strangers.  

Due to my positionality and previous transformative experience with being, essentially, anti-Serb 
in attitude which was then challenged and ultimately changed, I came into this research with 
possible pro-Serb narrative bias.  
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8.0 Findings and Analysis 

The following sections and sub-sections represent the major themes of the data collected from 
the interviewees in the present study.   

8.1 Thoughts of Jasenovac Evoke Vivid, Strong Emotions  

Sadness and Grief 

The horror of the Jasenovac Death Camp is captured by Pavlakovic in his comment,  “Just as 
Auschwitz gradually came to symbolize the key experience of World War Two in Europe, 
Jasenovac epitomized the horror of state-sponsored murder and racial laws on the territory of 

the former Yugoslavia from 1941–1945” (2008, p.14). And though seventy years have passed 

since that horror at the Jasenovac Death Camp, there were still strong emotions about it 
displayed by the Bosnian-Serb interviewees who participated in this study. Most observable 
were grief and sadness, anxiety and fear, frustration and anger. Kellerman makes sense of this 
finding when he points out that trauma transmission can occur when a victim’s experiences, 
thoughts, feelings, and perceptions are passed onto other generations, and the transmission is 
particularly strong when the conflicts are unresolved (2001). Reflecting these deeply 
experienced emotions, one of the interviewees, Bojan, still grieves his murdered relatives. He 
shared,  

“In WWII, Croat soldiers captured my father who was 10 years old and my 
grandfather and 5,500 other Serbs, tied them, and took them to a hill near 
by and killed them with no bullets…just knives and ropes.  Before my 
father was about to be killed, one of the soldiers told my father that he 
looked like a relative of his so he cut his rope and told him to run like hell 
and never look back. I lost my grandfather that day including 29 from 
mother’s side and 19 from father’s side. 5,500 Serbs killed in all and 
thrown in one big pit. The Croats later in 1990’s war took hammers and 
broke gravestones so if I got there today, I can’t find my relatives. I don’t 
think I will live to see closed wounds and neither will my son or daughter. 
To be honest, it won’t be closed ever.” 
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Sheer probabilities suggest that Bojan’s story is representative of many Bosnian-Serb families 
in this region who lost family members at Jasenovac. With thousands of Serbs slaughtered 
there and a current population of fewer than 1 million, the majority of Bosnian-Serbs living in 
the region today probably have ancestral connections to victims of Jasenovac and may very 
well have emotions of Bojan’s intensity.   

Anxiety and Fear 

In addition to sadness and grief, there was a strong sense of interviewee anxiety and fear that 
these WWII-like atrocities might happen again. At a society-wide level, they reported that this 
fear is being expressed, perhaps exploited, by the Republika Srpska government. Recently, the 
government has been expressing strong rhetoric calling for succession from BiH in part because 
of Jasenovac (OHR, 2014). One of the interviewees, Dejan, claimed that this independence 
would provide a safe-haven for Bosnian-Serbs and a way for them to defend themselves. 
Another, Ranko, shared,  

“It was my grandmothers neighbors who saw kids killed by Nazis. I 
always remember as a child that they would talk about this, especially 
before 1990’s war. [During 1990’s war] the biggest resistance against 
Croats and Muslims was near this area of Jasenovac because they 
[Bosnian-Serbs] were so scared of Jasenovac repeating.” 

Anger and Frustration 

Also, a strong sense of angry vindication was evident as interviewees spoke about WWII and 
how the unconscionable treatment of the Serbs back then, and a lack of recognition of that 
treatment, played a role in the aggression of the Bosnian-Serbs in the 1990’s. This finding is in 
line with Pavlakovic’s speculation that, “The suffering at sites of memory such as Jasenovac 
quickly became symbols of, and even justification for, a new wave of interethnic 

bloodletting” ( 2008, p.34). Dejan exhorted, 

“Serbs knew who specifically killed their grandparents and carried out 

revenge. In 1992, ‘never again’ was the attitude. Never again take us to 

Jasenovac!”   
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Vlado additionally explained,  

“With Jasenovac, there is deep deep personal pain that can lead you to 
hatred. There is deep frustration and sadness. This is burned into me 
because it is my heritage. My neighbor’s father killed my cousin in WWII 
and my family was slaughtered in Jasenovac.” 

8.2 The Impact of Yugoslavia’s Cover Up of Jasenovac 

Though many of the interviewees agree with historians that Yugoslavia’s President Marshall Tito 
helped improve the Yugoslavia economy during his reign after WWII, they all definitely think that 
Tito caused the Serbs much emotional damage by not properly responding to the Jasenovac 
tragedy in a meaningful way. In essence, Tito unknowingly facilitated the transmission of pain, 
fear, and anger to subsequent generations of Serbs. Jelena shared that Serbs were told by Tito 

and his government to “shut-up”, Danijela believes there was “no healing” under Tito, and 

Natalija explained that the events of Jasenovac were “buried down” instead of being dealt with 

properly. These views of interviewees are supported by the fact that Tito himself never officially 

visited Jasenovac in his lifetime (Pavlokovic, 2008, p. 19). Dejan exhorted, 

“Croats committed genocide on us during WWII but Croat leaders under 
Tito didn’t go to trial! Tito needed them and Muslims and protected them 
for unity. We lived 50 years side by side next to our slaughterers and then 

in 1990’s, Ustashi tried to finish their crime from WWII.”  

8.3 Hurt From Claims that Jasenovac Emotions Are Thinly Veiled Excuses 

The Serbs are a people deeply and richly connected to their ancestral past. They are angered 
and feel hurt by how their ancestors were treated. These emotions are compounded by the fact 
that there isn’t a widespread understanding that their ancestors were treated this way. And, on 
top of that, the impact of these factors is compounded by those who say that the Serbs don’t 
feel this pain and that it’s just a rouse to justify their viciousness. The trauma of remembering 
the atrocities committed against their ancestors and a fear that it will happen again, is 
compounded in Serbs by a lack of meaningful contemporary recognition that the pain and fear is 
real. 
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As Ranko explained, “Serbs live their history everyday.” In all sectors of their society from art to 

faith to food, there are strong links to their historical narrative. When there are painful and 
angering reminders like those associated with Jasenovac, it’s very hard for Bosnian-Serbs to 
move forward in the reconciliatory process. Making matters worse, the international community, 
including Croats and Bosniaks, often deflect these grief narratives claiming they are just Serb 
excuses and an inappropriate attempt to deflect Serb atrocities committed in the 1990’s war.  

8.4 The Need for Recognition of Atrocities on Both Sides 

The victimization and a lack of proper acknowledgement being claimed by Bosnian-Serbs is 
probably the same perspective that Bosniaks and Croats have and it is probably the crux of the 
gridlock today. Perhaps, as Rosenberg believes, it is only when acknowledgement of a victim’s 
suffering occurs that a victim is ready to put the past behind them (Huyse, 2003).  

The Bosnian-Serb government has not properly acknowledged and apologized on an official 
level for sufferings the Serb forces caused in the 1990’s war. It was only during the summer of 
2015 that the President of Republika Srpska, Milorad Dodik, first visited Srebrenica’s memorial 
site after being in office 10 years. He did not attend the official 20 year commemoration 
ceremony which was a week later. However, interviewees seemed to take the position that for 
Bosnian-Serbs to properly acknowledge atrocities, their own WWII sufferings need to be 
acknowledged first. This idea is consistent with that of a family trauma psychologist, Dr. Stephen 
Karpman, famous for his counseling model, The Drama Triangle. He claims that when there 
have been multiple instances of trauma over a period of time within a family or between groups 
of people, it is essential to go back and acknowledge the original trauma first before moving to 
more recent traumas (Karpman,1968). Jelena explained,  

“If you just go through the heads of a normal person, you will still find in 
every person pain or some remorse because of what had happened in 
this region from 1990’s and WWII. We are a complicated country with 
wounds that are still fresh. Serb suffering from WWII aren’t recognized 
and so wounds from 1990’s war won’t be resolved either.” 

Jewish victims of the Holocaust were internationally acknowledged, apologized to, and many 
given financial retribution. When interviewees were asked to compare this post-Holocaust 
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treatment of the Jews with the post-Jasenovac treatment of the Serbs, they felt the processes 
were exactly opposite. They believe that Tito and the Iron Curtain countries blocked any such 
recognition after WWII and no significant recognition has occurred since the fall of The Wall. Nor 
has there been any financial retribution given to victims nor have perpetrators been put on trial. 
Interviewees expressed that life would have played out differently in Yugoslavia if only the 
Bosnian-Serbs had been treated like their fellow Jewish victims after the Holocaust. Slavica 
explained,  

“If all steps of acknowledgement, apology, retribution, and criminal justice 
equally occurred here after genocide at Jasenovac as they did with the 
Jews in Germany, we wouldn’t have had war in 90’s.”  

Data from the current study supports the observation made by Audergon while she was leading 
a post-war forum in Croatia with all three ethnic groups present. She stated that without 
recognition of past trauma, the dynamics of community wide trauma can remain locked, not 
move forward, and can even be replayed in the form of new rounds of violence or retribution. 
For this pattern to become unstuck, Audergon believes that, “The untold stories need to be told. 

The holes in information need to be filled. There needs to be a process of accountability.” 
Audergon went on to point out that when the three ethnic groups were processing violence in 
the 1990’s, the topic of cycles of violence was addressed and it seemed “discussions by 
Bosnian-Serbs quickly returned to open wounds and lack of accountability for what happened in 

World War II, World War I, and to the 14th century…” (2008, p.268).  

It is not hard to understand why the Serbs need and want a proper process of 
acknowledgement for WWII atrocities. However, it wouldn’t be fair to suggest that they 
themselves didn’t play a role in the lack of acknowledgement. In particular, instead of waiting for 
the proper process of acknowledgment, apology, etc. to occur after the fall of Yugoslavia and the 
death of Tito, it seems as though the Bosnia Serbs immediately jumped into a retribution mode 
of aggression to seek revenge. They didn’t wait for an acknowledgement process to begin. For 
the international community, then, a proper recognition of the Jasenovac genocide must occur 
through a lens that is clouded by images of 1990’s atrocities committed by Bosnian-Serbs. Even 
if the international community understood the Serb narrative, the Serb atrocities in the 1990’s, 
namely Srebrenica, would make a meaningful recognition of Serbian trauma a very hard 
position to take. To the Serbs, their historic narrative of victimization is obvious, it stretches all 
the way back to the Turkish invasion in the 15th Century and therefore their actions in the 
1990’s seem, to them, obvious and understandable. Yet, Bosnian-Serbs are blinded by their 

�25



inability to clearly see this situation and they are left wondering why the rest of the world doesn’t 
empathize with them. 

8.5 The International Community’s Lack of Understanding 

Interviewees communicated a sense of anger towards the Western international community, 
particularly the popular international press, and those groups like the UN/EU/USA, who have 
been intricately involved in the peacekeeping process. Interviewees claim that both groups don’t 
know and don’t care about the historical narrative. Natalija added with disdain that the West 

doesn’t have the “intellectual capacity” to understand history.  Slavica said, “I don’t think 

international community is doing much to show that it understands the depth of this conflict 

here.” Ranko explained this might be the case claiming, 

“Western people don’t know about [what happened to us during] WWII 
because we belonged to Eastern bloc and we were not so open. Anything 
behind the curtain wasn’t known by western people. People would have 
known more about WWII if we were part of West. When we started to be 
open in 70’s, it was only in area of tourism to earn money so we didn’t talk 
about bad things and war criminals. That is a problem.”  

Slavica explains that Jasenovac symbolizes the epicenter of hurt and pain for 
Bosnian-Serbs:  

“Maybe it sounds too radical or too simple, somehow in that place lay roots 
of many conflicts and issues that are happening now days. To pay decent 
respect by international community would help people living here and would 
open all other paths for other solutions to go more easily here.” 

The interviewees also communicated how painful it is to have the West show great respect for 
Srebrenica victims with their time and words and show the opposite for Jasenovac victims. 
Dejan explains, 

“No representatives from these countries come to Jasenovac to remember 
but every day they are in Srebrenica. There are no statements to world 
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media, no compassion with victims of most notorious crime in history known 
to us in Europe.”  

For many contemporary Westerners involved in BiH, they are so connected to the narrative of 
victims at Srebrenica that it is hard for them to open up to another narrative. And Sava 
understands this, citing,        
                     

 “At the Holocaust museum in Washington DC, there is one part of the 
exhibition about Jasenovac but there is also a big exhibit about Prijedor in 
90’s (where Bosnian-Serbs were perpetrators) so one part of history is 
against you as a victim and also a perpetrator. We can’t talk about them 
because of what we did in 90’s.” 

It’s reasonable to think that the international community, in a genuine way, feels like it would be 
disrespecting the Bosniak victims from the 1990’s by empathizing with the Bosnian-Serb victims 
from WWII. This is an understandable roadblock but one that also is enabling continued grief 
and lack of resolution. Westerners are also known for dismissing such historical conflicts, 
questioning how scenarios so long ago could possibly play a role today and not wanting to 
include such messy historical conflicts in their current peace building efforts. As Audergon points 
out, those who would like to forget the trauma story or want to quickly dismiss the problem often 
are the ones saying, “Isn’t that a long time ago? Isn’t it time to stop talking about it? This has 

nothing to do with me.” (Audergon, 2008, p.268).  

It can be argued that the international community, particularly the UN/EU/USA, needs to be 
especially objective and to be open to both sides of the narrative. Ultimately, nobody wants 
either side to be the victim again or for the cycle of violence to continue so the UN/EU/USA 
showing the political courage to understand the full story is obviously good for all. It appears that 
it will be difficult for the Bosnian-Serbs to respect these international institutions and their 
policies until both sides of the narrative are acknowledged. Additionally, the negative impact the 
UN-led bombing of Belgrade, Serbia in 1999 and the Serbs feel towards the West because of it 
can’t be forgotten. From a Bosnian-Serb perspective, not only have they felt misunderstood by 
the international community but were then punished by them with this bombing. This recent 
addition to the conflict saga only further complicates and adds fuel to an already large fire.  
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8.6  The Emotions of Jasenovac Are Manipulated in Serb Politics 

The interviewees overwhelmingly pointed to the current Bosnian-Serb political leaders and 
structure in the Republika Srpska government as one that manipulates the historical narrative 
for their own interest, power, and vote. Bosnian-Serb politicians understand that the painful 
collective history of Jasenovac is emotional and that they can get a lot of people stirred up and 
supporting them by speaking about these issues. Instead of reconciliatory speech, politicians 
have used the atrocity at Jasenovac as a way to rally the troops. Dejan explained,  

“Politicians are supposed to help in reconciliation and reaching truth and 
justice…instead they are putting oil on fire.” 

Interviewees said politicians have made the subject of Jasenovac so toxic and have abused it 
for self-interest to such an extent, that they have polluted the waters of reconciliation. They take 
advantage of open wounds, feed the demons of fear, and do the opposite of healing a nation. 
Miljana explains in frustration, 

“If we had less history and it wasn’t politicized, we would have a better 
chance. We are aware of this manipulation and it is so huge here that it is 
repulsive. When you hear all the rhetoric, we say ‘enough!’ We can’t 
mention Jasenovac because we are using this for our own goals.”  

Take this manipulation of historical trauma by Bosnian-Serb politicians which has crippled the 
healing process and add it to unresolved national historic trauma at Jasenovac that was then 

covered-up by Tito and mix it with a current international community that doesn’t understand the 

historical narrative, and the result is a perfect storm of anger, pain, and fear from all sides. 

8.7 The Socio-Economic Fallout of Historical Trauma 

Since the 1990’s civil war, the amount of financial investment that has been poured into the 
Balkans region has been tremendous, including literally thousands of experts in economics and 
politics who have come to the area to invest their time and talent (UN MDGs Report, 2013). But 
BiH is still at a relative standstill with respect to all areas used to measure the health of a 
country, even though it is a bonanza of natural resources, skilled labor, and beauty. For decades 
under Tito, the country of Yugoslavia experienced great economic growth and employment that 

�28



couldn’t be sustained after his fall. Resources, natural beauty and skilled labor couldn’t 
overcome the changes to the society that surfaced after his death. Interviewees believe that the 

international community is attempting a Tito-like approach to social rebuilding by emphasizing 
economic growth, possible EU membership and a better political system, rather than a 
reconciliation-based approach. Though this economic approach would probably help the country 
in some ways, it isn’t a long-term solution. Interviewees view BiH as currently in the middle of a 
non-violent war where the battlefield is now politics and economics and the weapons of warfare 
are threats, blocking, and gridlock. Dejan explains,  

“You cannot have economic growth because we are still in deep conflict. I 
don’t think any good intentional plans from EU/UN/USA would help 
because they have some nice looking plans and money ready to invest. 
This is not going to solve deep, deep problems.” 

The economic approach tends to be the default option in UN global sustainable 
development policy (EU Commission, 2014) and the West. When faced with such 
uncertainty and complicated cultural and historical dynamics, they chose default sustainable 
development methods. However, Huyse says in his book that this approach is probably not 
going to work,  

“Some of the factors affecting a society’s dealings with a violent past 
shape the ranking of problems that appear on the agenda. Past 
experience shows that this has often led to politics and economics being 
put first, at the expense of reconciliation programs. International financial 
institutions particularly the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund tend to encourage that approach” ( 2003, p. 26). 

8.8 Prerequisites for Social Sustainability and Emotional Healing 

Interviewees had strong convictions about what needs to happen for there to be a bright and 
sustainable future in BiH, but these ideas for the future seemed to be wrapped in a cloak of 
hopelessness and skepticism. There was a sense of sadness about the reality of how hard it 
was going to be for life to change, for wounds to heal, and for a country to forge ahead together 
but, at the same time, an admirable willingness to meet these challenges head-on. 
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Jewish Holocaust Model of Reconciliation 

For a sustainable future, interviewees firmly believed that acknowledgement, apology, 
criminal justice, and financial retribution for Jasenovac Death Camp needed to happen and 
would make a fundamental difference in the current political/economical/social realm of BiH. 
Natalija shared, 

“Jasenovac is the most brutal concentration camp in the world. You can’t 
talk about reconciliation without talking about that.” 

Dejan feels that BiH cannot move ahead as long as proper truth-telling doesn’t exist, claiming, 

“All the time they [Bosniaks/Croats] lie about the fact, not facing truth, 
not ready to admit. There is no reconciliation when they can’t admit. 
When one side is always denying, it means they are ready to do it again. 
We can’t trust them. No future with them. We can’t build a state with 
them. That is why a proper judicial process in BiH is most strategic and 
important project for BiH and for all people and that’s not the case and 
that is why we will not have reconciliation.”  

If these historical traumas are not properly addressed in objective institutions, there cannot 
be proper healing. As Forsberg and Teivainen say in their book,  

“Trauma is clearly compounded when the perpetrators are left 
unpunished, when there are no acts of contrition or indemnification, and 
when external society or governments find it inexpedient to join in 
remembrance. An international truth commission composed of experts 
and moral authorities would be a far more natural body to establish the 
historical truth of the genocide than various national parliaments, courts 
or the European Parliament” (2004, p. 26) 

Stopping the Transmission to Younger Generations 

Miljana believes youth education is essential to framing and creating a new paradigm that would 
stop the transmission of pain, anger, and fear to younger generations. She explains, 
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“There needs to be a different approach to history. Politicians are always 
giving you a fool’s choice. You are either against Jasenovac or pro. I think 
there needs to be some systematic education like some continuity in 
telling the kids and people over and over what has happened and what 

can happen and how horrible it is.”  

Blanka adds,  
“The most important things are interaction with kids. If we don’t do this 
there could be new war. We have Jasenovac and families have 
memories and I don’t want my kids to be like that.” 

Educating youth by creating a new unified historical paradigm and narrative is critical to the 
reconciliation of future generations . As Huyse theorizes,  

“Education for reconciliation in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
takes place not within the school system but within the NGO and youth 
sectors. They offer an opportunity for people who have been divided by 
violent conflict to come together and discover their common humanity, 
to help rebuild their own lives and the fabric of society, and to find ways 
to ensure that the cycle of violence ends” ( 2003, p. 29). 

Forgiveness 

Similarly to Nelson Mandela forgiving his perpetrators prior to them asking for forgiveness, an 
interviewee believed this approach should be carried out in BiH. Bojan suggested,  

“We need to clean our house first…a basic step. Let’s admit what we 
did in Srebrenica and Prijedor and other parts of Bosnia and don’t wait 
for others to clean their house. Let’s admit those things and then we can 
ask others to clean their houses.” 

However, a solution such as this one can be encouraged and even mandated by the 
international community, but it must arise from within the BiH culture. This approach, though 
remarkable and commendable, would be very challenging given the current context of pain, 
anger, and fear. 
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8.9 Historical Trauma Non-Issue For Some Interviewees 

Two of the 15 interviewees didn’t believe that the Jasenovac trauma impacted life today in BiH, 
although they acknowledged in general that history has played a role. Perhaps both of them 
being from mixed ethnic backgrounds (Bosnian-Serb and Croat) had an impact on their views. 
This would be understandable as they must straddle in a sense the cultural and social lines in 
BiH between the two narratives. A future area of research might be the perceptions and views of 
this small group of people in BiH who are the product of inter-ethnic marriages during Tito’s era.  
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9.0 Conclusions 

My research on this project suggests that a socially sustainable ethnic reconciliation in the 
Balkans must include a new element that is being missed, or too quickly rejected, by those 
directing the international effort there. What’s needed is a widely recognized and accepted 
Serb historical narrative that includes national transgenerational trauma.  It seems to be a 
critical missing piece to the Balkan puzzle. 

Bosnian-Serbs today are affected by the generationally transmitted trauma that the Serbs 
experienced at Jasenovac Death Camp during WWII. Grief, fear, and anger transmitted over 
generations plays itself out today in all aspects of their society including the social, economic, 
and political. Hidden by post-WWII politics, which made it unknown to the international 
community and overshadowed in a sense by the Holocaust, and used by current Bosnian-Serb 
politicians to manipulate the electorate, the festering wound of Jasenovac has created the 
perfect storm of irreconcilable differences.  

International institutions and governments have denied a public consideration of the Serb 
historical national trauma, perhaps due to political considerations or a misunderstanding of the 
significance of historical context in the Serb culture. Either way, this lack of perspective has 
been a significant contributor to the repeated breakdown of socio-economic and political growth 
mechanisms in BiH. 

President John Mahama of Ghana, after the death of Nelson Mandela, said it best, 

”Compassion and forgiveness must play a role in governance. 
Countries, like people, must acknowledge the trauma they have 
experienced, and they must find a way to reconcile, to make what was 
broken whole again” (2013). 

Recommendations 

The international community, UN/EU/USA, must acknowledge and show proper respect to 
victims and families of Jasenovac Death Camp. Practically speaking, the EU/UN/USA must 
implement action steps that include the addressing of historical transgenerational trauma in 
their social sustainability policy for BiH.  
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In addition to policy amendments, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, established by 

the UN International Court Tribunal for former Yugoslavia, must extend its truth-telling 

process earlier than the1990’s war to include the WWII Jasenovac Death Camp. Tina 
Rosenberg, author of The Haunted Land: Facing Europe’s Ghosts After Communism, 
explains, 

“Muslims and Serbs in Bosnia have developed completely different 
recollections of their common past. If they are not corrected through 
mechanisms such as an independent truth commission, then selective 
memories are handed down from generation to generation” (Huyse, 
2003, p. 26).  

Lastly, Croat and Muslim political and religious leaders should publicly acknowledge and 
apologize on behalf of the Croat Ustashi for their role in Jasenovac Death Camp. Ideally, 
Pope Francis would lead the way in this apology as he has done on behalf of Catholics in 
other settings.  

If these three recommendations were followed and implemented, a fundamental prerequisite 
to sustainable peace in Bosnia & Herzegovina would be fulfilled. 
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10.0 Appendix 

1.0 Job Descriptions of 15 Interviewees 

State Government Director 
Surgeon 
Engineer 
High ranking Priest 
University Professor  
Financial Manager of Leading Institution 
Co-founder NGO 
Radio Entertainment Personality 
International NGO Manager 
High ranking Politician 
Political TV Personality 
International NGO Manager  
University Professor 
Musical Composer 
Co-founder NGO 

2.0 Questions used on Interview Guide 

1) What are your thoughts, 20 years after the civil war, on the current economic, political, and 
social situation here?  

2) The international community says economic growth, good governance, and civic society 
capacity building are the key prerequisites for peace. Do you agree and, if so, why? If not, 
what do you think are the key prerequisites for peace and why? 

3) Can you talk about the historical context and narrative of the Serbs in this region, particularly 
historical conflicts? How and why did these conflicts occur? 

4) Are there legitimate wounds and pain from historical conflicts in this region? If so, why? Do 
these conflicts play any role in today’s society? If so, why? 

5) For the future, if the economy grows and is politically more transparent and functioning, what 
needs to happen socially for a sustainable future? 
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