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Revisionism in Serbia

On October 27, 2007, the workshop âRevisionism in
Serbiaâ, organized by a research group (Nenad Stefanov,
Boris Kanzleiter, Natalija BaÅ¡ic, Nicole MÃ¼nnich) un-
der the auspices of Holm Sundhaussen (Free University
Berlin) and financed by the Thyssen foundation, took
place at the Free University Berlin. The workshop aimed
at intensifying the exchange of ideas between researchers
from Germany and from Serbia, which is still to a large
extent isolated. The objective was a discussion of the
politically instrumentalized revision of historical per-
ception in Serbia and the quite emotionalized reassess-
ment of resistance and collaboration in World War II
since the 1980s. In contrast to other East European soci-
eties, there was an explosive relationship between âhard-
fought pastâ and real military destruction in Yugoslavia
in the 1990s. After MiloÅ¡evics removal in October 2000,
an open discussion broke out about how to reappraise
Cetniksâ and Partisansâ activities. As a result, bound-
aries between rehabilitating non-communist democratic
movements and pro-fascist respectively nationalist orga-
nizations became blurred. This has affected the demo-
cratic appreciation in the Serbian transformational soci-
ety. Revisionism and its influence over current political
debates is not a phenomenon limited to Serbia, but what
makes it special is that the re-evaluation of World War
II in Serbia takes place within a society, which also has
to deal with the wars in the 1990s. Thus, the workshop
examined questions of revisionism, its historical devel-
opment, and its role in contemporary Serbian society, as
well as its influences over politics.

The workshop began with a keynote speech by
WOLFGANG HÃPKEN (Leipzig), who initiated the dis-
cussion by clarifying the terminology. To avoid sim-
plification and stereotypes he suggested distinguishing
between ârevisionismâ as ideological and ârevisionâ as
what historians do all the time. Thus, revisionism is im-
mune to evidence, has a political impact and lacks of self-
reglementations. HÃPKEN conceded that the border-
lines between both terms are not easily distinguished. In
the case of Serbia, there had been substantial attempts of
ârevisionâ in the 1980s, e.g. the Goli-Otok-debate. Today,
contrary to the stereotype of Serbia as being largely occu-
pied with revisionism, Serbian society is more character-
ized by a defragmented historical memory that could be
called âmemory chaosâ. Questions of whom to remem-
ber are still open, and there is not yet a common ground
for memory. Against this background it is an interest-
ing question why revisionist pictures gained such wide
support. At the end of his talk HÃPKEN challenged the
uniqueness of the Serbian case. Since there had been re-
discussions about World War II in many other countries
as well, this is not a pathological behavior of Serbia alone,
but part of a broader, a global discussion. How specific
this Serbian revisionism is became the central question
of the day. In the following discussion Dubravka STO-
JANOVIC (Belgrade) pointed out that the historical con-
text was unique in Serbia â an argument HÃPKEN ques-
tioned. But he as well as Ulf BRUNNBAUER (Berlin) con-
ceded the strong political impact revisionism currently
has in Serbia.
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HÃPKENâs talk was followed by the first panel and a
lecture by Nenad STEFANOV (Berlin), entitled with âThe
Ethnicizing of history: Debates among Yugoslav histori-
ans in the eightiesâ. By speaking about the book âTheAl-
lies and Yugoslav war dramaâ (Saveznici i jugoslovenska
ratna drama, Veselin Djuretic, 1985), STEFANOV gave
the audience an understanding of the beginning of re-
interpreting World War II, the so-called âthunderstorm
of historyâ. He described the attempt to re-evaluate the
protagonists in the World War II. Djuretics book claimed
to describe the relationship between the Yugoslav resis-
tance movement and the Allies, namely Britain and the
Soviet Union. In fact, it was a reinterpretation of the re-
sistance movement and the strategy of the Cetniks. Fur-
thermore, Djuretic offered a new interpretation of Gen-
eral Milan Nedic, the collaborationist with the Germans.
In Djuretics apologia, Nedic tried to save the âvery ex-
istence of the Serbian peopleâ. Djuretic even integrated
Nedic in a new notion of antifascism: For Djuretic, the
Serbs were genuine antifascist, such a firm conviction
was part of their ânational characterâ and âethnic na-
tureâ. The feedback on the book was twofold. On the one
hand there were irritations, how a book like this could
have been published within the scientific public, even by
the renowned SerbianAcademy of Sciences. On the other
hand, Serbian historians tried to maintain the possibility
of a differentiated approach to the issue of collaboration
by avoiding a clear condemnation of Djuretic. In the dis-
cussion, HÃPKEN affirmed STEFANOVâs judgment that
Djureticâs book had been a testing ground to see if the
Party would still be able to maintain the authority over
historic memory.

After STEFANOVâs lecture about the first attempts to
re-interpret Cetniks and Milan Nedic in the 1980s, Oliv-
eraMILOSAVLJEVIC (Belgrade) spoke about the contem-
porary rehabilitation of Milan Nedic. This attempt was
visible during the MiloÅ¡evic regime, but it was not an
integral part of the regimeâs politics. Nevertheless, such
attempts existed within literature, memoirs or plays. Al-
though Nedicâs and Ljoticâs anti-Semitism is a histori-
cally validated fact, attempts are being made to relativize
and reinterpret it. This process intensified after 2000.
Even though, it couldnât be linked directly to the ruling
democratic parties, there were endeavors e.g. to rename
streets after Dimitrije Ljotic in certain Serbian cities such
as Smederevo. The crucial point for MILOSAVLJEVIC
is the fact, that Ljoticâs sympathy for national socialist
ideas is not only suppressed: Even worse, in the attempts
to rehabilitate Nedic and Ljotic MILOSAVLJEVIC detects
a new affirmation of national socialist and fascist ideol-

ogy. The protagonists of such rehabilitation do not hesi-
tate any more to promote their ideologies as relevant for
todayâs political orientation in Serbia.

In the discussion, Boris KANZLEITER (Bel-
grade/Berlin) pointed out that the rehabilitation of the
Cetniks have a bearing on legislation today, namely con-
cerning the planned âLaw on Restitution of propertyâ
which is about to be implemented at the beginning of
2008. According to this law all property taken through
the post World War II nationalization needs to be re-
turned, regardless if it was expropriated or confiscated.

And again the question whether or not the Serbian
case implies special features, since there were discus-
sions about collaboration and the difficulty of that term
all over Europe. In Serbia, MILOSAVLJEVIC stated, col-
laboration had always been used as a political fighting
word.

In the second panel, dedicated to models of remem-
brance, Dubravka STOJANOVIC with her paper sur-
veyed revisionism and the perceptions of Partisans and
Cetniks in textbooks. Given that Serbia is the only coun-
try in Southeastern Europe where the state has the only
authority of publishing textbooks, the shifts in interpret-
ing World War II gain a huge importance. After (over-
)emphasizing the Partisan movement in socialist time,
the first shift in the early 1990s had been to equal both
Partisan and Cetnik movements as anti-fascist. But after
MiloÅ¡evics removal in October 2000, the primary goal
of the textbooks seemed to be the complete revision of
World War II. General Nedic is now presented as a man
âwhowas saving the Serbian peopleâ (as quoted in one of
the current textbooks). These had led to major changes
in interpreting the relationship between Partisans and
Cetniks, collaboration and war crimes. The Cetnik move-
ment, STOJANOVIC said, is presented to be the only true
movement against the occupiers, collaboration is explic-
itly justified, and there were no war crimes but a âmerci-
less civil warâ.

In the discussion, STOJANOVIC added her experi-
ences with history teachers. Under MiloÅ¡evicâs regime,
history teachers had stopped teaching via textbooks.
First this was seen as a good sign, but it turned out it was
even worse, because a huge amount of history students
and future teachers are supporters of the clerical-fascist
organization âObrazâ. To counteract these tendencies, an
alternative history seminar for teachers was installed.

While textbooks are state-controlled, the authority
over remembrance in public space is much more dis-
puted. In her paper, Olga MANOJLOVIC-PINTAR (Bel-
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grade) pointed out that historic revision and revisionism
both are reflected in public space, e.g. via street naming.
Since the beginning of the 21st century, most of the so-
cialist related street names have been changed, like âulica
29 novembraâ, which now is called âBulevar Despota Ste-
fanaâ. This example shows the new point of reference:
it goes back not only to pre-socialist times, but also to
pre-yugoslav times. Today, street names are again a bat-
tlefield as can be observed at âBulevar AVNOJaâ: On the
one hand, there are political ambitions to name this av-
enue after Zoran Ãindic, and on the other hand, the re-
sponse had been quite radical: in a summer night 2007 an
unknown group has placarded the street with name tags
âBulevar Ratka Mladicaâ.

During the discussion, again the question of the Ser-
bian specific came up since street re-naming often comes
along with political transitions. MANOJLOVIC-PINTAR
insisted that in Serbia revisionism not only legitimizes
fascism, but also provoked the war in the 1990s and com-
plicates working up the past. As an example of this,
she depicted the planned monument for the wars in the
1990s. Belgrade municipality decided in 2002 that there
should be a monument, but until today not only the
sculpture but also the name of the monument, which is
to be âto the defenders of the fatherlandâ, is under dis-
cussion. Nobody knows to whom the monument is ded-
icated, because it is not clear who was a âdefenderâ and
what is âthe fatherlandâ.

Heike KARGE (Leipzig) dealt with World War II and
the control over memories in the first two decades after-
wards, remembrance from below and the resultant con-
flict over memories. She traced the development of the
monument at Jasenovac Concentration Camp. Only in
1966, Bogdan Bogdanovics famous monument to the vic-
tims of Jasenovac called âStone flowerâ was finally in-
augurated. Given the fact that thousands of monuments
had already been built in the 1950s, not having a mon-
ument dedicated to the victims of Jasenovac looked like
a disregard of these victims. On the part of the Party,
commemoration of a place like this was clearly difficult
within the frame of the established war narrative. Never-
theless, there had been grassroot initiatives to commem-
orate Jasenovac since immediately after World War II.
Heike KARGE showed how local practices adapted and

transformed officially permitted and promoted âmemory
spacesâ.

During the closing discussion once again the speci-
ficity of Yugoslav revisionism was questioned. History is
always linked to political ideas, but in Serbia, albeit not
the whole country is revisionist, at present a few revi-
sionist voices are really noisy and try to influence the
political course, primarily by mis-using history. âThe
wars are not overâ âthe workshop participants summed
up. Critical historians would be strengthened by sim-
ilar gatherings that could include Serbian scholars like
Dubravka STOJANOVIC, Olga MANOJLOVIC-PINTAR
and Olivera MILOSAVLJEVIC to discuss theses issues in
the future. One can only hope that such an event will
take place soon again â and that until then visa restric-
tions will be more relaxed.
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