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The historical link between the
Ustasha genocide and the
Croato-Serb civil war: 1991–1995
DAMIR MIRKOVIC

Some thoughts on forgotten genocide

The Independent State of Croatia (1941–1945) (Nezavisna Drûava Hrvatska, or
NDH, the Croatian acronym), was set up by Hitler and Mussolini after their joint
attack on Yugoslavia in April, 1941. As such, Croatia also included Bosnia-
Herzegovina, but had to cede Istria and littoral Croatia to Italy. As a willing and
faithful ally of the Axis powers, Croatia was a typical fascist and genocidal state
(not less than Nazi Germany), headed by a leader (Poglavnik) Ante Pavelic, who
had founded his Ustasha organization in exile in Italy since 1931.1 The Ustasha
was an extreme nationalist and also a terrorist organization, the goal of which
was the separation of Croatia from Yugoslavia and the creation of an indepen-
dent Croatian state which would include all lands inhabited historically by
Croats. As a movement, the Ustasha wanted to create a greater Croatia without
the Serbs, whose number, at the time NDH was created, was 1,925,000.2 As soon
as they were in control of the state (the NDH was formally proclaimed on April
10, 1941), Pavelic’s Ustasha started a reign of terror unprecedented in Balkan
history, and in the four years killed over half a million people.3 The victims were
primarily Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, as well as Jews and
Gypsies, but also Croatian communists and others who dared to oppose the
NDH. In view of the destruction of Jews (some 33,500 killed), and Gypsies
(some 20,000 killed), in its territory, the NDH was also a racist society. Its � rst
laws in the form of administrative rules or decrees signed by the Poglavnik, were
in fact clear imitations of the Nazi Nuremberg laws of 1935.4

It is signi� cant that for this particular genocide Helen Fein, in her major work
on genocide, used the expression “Holocaust of the Orthodox Serbs of Croatia,”5

and Sava Bosnitch (University of New Brunswick), voicing the view of Serbs,
said: “The genocide, a joint enterprise of the Roman Catholic and Muslim
Ustashas, was to Serbs what the Holocaust was to Jews across Europe.”6

Since most genocides are viewed as historical process, “progress”, through
certain stages of which the � rst one is usually a genocidal idea or ideology, while
the last one being denial, it may be helpful to use this conceptualization to shed
some light on a possible historical connection between the Ustasha genocide and
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the genocidal killings and persecutions in the civil wars of Yugoslav disinte-
gration in 1990–1995.

As with other genocides, the Ustasha genocide has its own deniers. The
denials range from simple negation of the historical event, via an effort to
de� ate the numbers of victims, to statements that it was not intended, and that
all Serbs were not meant to be destroyed. A more sophisticated and highly
damaging form of denial is the one passing under the guise of scholarly work.
One variation of this tactic is simply glossing over the event by not mentioning
it. One strand is simple exclusion of the topic from a conference, or a volume
containing readings on genocide, or another, by describing the Ustasha
genocide in a few hardly adequate sentences, or characterizing it simply as
persecutions and acts of terrorism.7 As puzzling as it is, however, the genocide
scholars in a number of the leading collected readings on genocide do not
include an article on Ustasha genocide as an important event in recent European
history.8 Since the voices of denial are lately coming from Croatian, American
and Canadian scholars, it may be an indication that such attitudes, in addition to
re� ecting an ideological position of their writers, are in tune with current
political correctness and the demonization of Serbs in the mass media and
politics. Such demonizations have undoubtedly played a signi� cant role in the
ideological preparation for the recent NATO aggression toward the Former
Republic of Yugoslavia.

For the purposes of this article, genocide can be conceived as a deliberate,
organized and systematic destruction of large numbers of people belonging
to a distinct group such as national, ethnic, religious, racial or political.
A frequently used de� nition is the legal one of the UN Genocide Conven-
tion (1948), where genocide is de� ned as acts intended to destroy, in whole
or in part, a national, ethical, racial or religious group by killing, causing serious
bodily or mental harm to group members, and deliberately in� icting on the
group conditions of life to cause its physical destruction.

Since Ustasha genocide involved deliberate destruction of targeted groups
primarily by killing, expulsion and sporadically by forced religious conversion,
it was undoubtedly a genocide par excellence. It was also done in an organized
and systematic way by the national state.

The concept of civil war is more dif� cult to de� ne. However, as used in
this paper, civil war refers to internal armed con� icts in the territories of former
Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1995, and in particular, to the con� icts bet-
ween Croat police forces and the special armed units on the one hand, and the
Serb paramilitary forces and counter separatists in the so-called Krajina
on the other, during the same period. At the beginning of this con� ict (1991)
Croatia was still a part of the Yugoslav federation, and the con� icts could
be considered as an internal war. And when the Croatian government and its
army � nally destroyed Krajina in May and August, 1995, it was still an internal
con� ict within the now independent Croatian state.
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The link

In exploring connections between historical events one can probe only tenta-
tively into the factors which were in� uential in producing the � nal result
consisting in historically ascertainable facts. Thus, the connection between the
Ustasha genocide and the Croato-Serb con� icts and war in the 1990s could be
explored in the following three dimensions, some of which are discussed in this
study:

(1) Collective trauma rooted in genocidal experience of a victimized group and
expressed as fear and threat resulting from disorientation following the
disintegration of the state.

(2) The politics of memory through so-called “media war” in the 1980s aimed
at fanning fear and hatred.

(3) Revival of ultra-nationalist ideologies of Ustashism and Chetnikism , respect-
ively, as genocidal ideologies of World War II genocides.

In his letter to his brother in Canada, J. L., from Sjenicak near Karlovac,
describes a dif� cult decision to leave his village with his family (son, daughter-
in-law and grandchild), and join a long column of vehicles for Serbia during the
Croatian military operation “Storm” in August 1995. He says he could not
imagine watching his own children being butchered in front of his very eyes.
Obviously, he was referring to the genocide of Serbs perpetrated by the Ustasha
50 years ago. Although a single instance is inadequate to prove the link between
the two events, this particular case nevertheless provides an important insight
into the motives and fears of a man who was personally and existentially
involved in both events and undoubtedly traumatized. J. L. was eight when his
father was taken to Jasenovac camp in 1942, never to be seen by his family
again. His example was by no means an isolated case. B. K. from Glina (Banija),
was facing the same fears when in 1995 he too had to � ee with his family. And
he also lost his father when he was a small child in an Ustasha massacre in 1941.
He was too small to remember his father, so when I saw him last in the summer
of 1990, B. K. asked me, “Do you remember your father?” Another case came
to my attention recently. A woman, whose throat was slashed by the Ustasha, but
miraculously survived, was horri� ed upon hearing news about the revival of
Croatian nationalism in 1991, which was perceived by many Serbs in Croatia as
a resurgence of Ustastvo (ustashism). No one can deny that this lady had a scar
for her life in the double meaning of the term.9

The few cases cited above are typical examples of widespread fears, forebod-
ings and anxieties instinctively shared by multitudes of Serbs all of whom were
fully aware of the horrors of the Ustasha genocidal terror. These cases deal with
fears deeply rooted in individuals’ personal experiences of terror and massacres
of 50 years ago. They are used as an illustration of the link between the two
historical events spanning the 50 years of human life.

The anonymous woman, mentioned above, J. L., and B. K. were not rebelling
against Croatian authorities in 1991. Rather they were victims of the circum-
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stances following the disintegration of the state and of the concomitant rise of
new elites using ideology of exclusivistic nationalism (both in Serbia and
Croatia), to legitimize their claim to power. With the new Croatian Constitution
(December 1991), the Serbs in Croatia (600,000 or close to 12 percent of the
population of the Republic of Croatia), were relegated from constitutional people
(as in the 1974 Constitution of the Socialist Republic of Croatia), to the status
of a minority. The old Constitution contained in its � rst article the following
formulation: “The Socialist Republic of Croatia is the national state of Croatian
nation, the state of Serbian nation in Croatia, as well as the state of other
nationalities which live in it.”10 The new Constitution in its preamble declared
Croatia the homeland of the Croatian nation alone. The Serbs were relegated to
the rank of a national minority, along with Italians, Hungarians and others. Thus
for the Serbs the new Croatian constitution was a humiliating collective “capitis
deminutio maxima.”

These feelings of being threatened and fears for one’s own personal security
and position in society were justi� ed in view of frequent provocation by Croat
nationalists, who loudly celebrated and trumpeted their victory in the 1990
elections. Undoubtedly, in 1941 the Serbs in Croatia were traumatized by the
Ustasha onslaught on their very existence.11 However, in 1941, the atrocities and
massacres by the Ustasha against the peaceful peasants were totally unprovoked,
and the uprising by the victimized Serbs and Croatian communists followed in
their footsteps. In the 1990s, the course of events was different. After the
electoral victory of the Croatian Democratic Union (Tudjman’s HDZ), � rst came
dismissals from government jobs, harassment and discrimination, followed by
sporadic acts of vandalism and attacks on property (e.g. cars, summer cottages,
businesses), and even physical attacks and murders in some localities. The
perpetrators were not prosecuted, and the Serbs had reason to be fearful. Feeling
unprotected by the new government, they lost the sense of security.12 Particularly
provocative acts for Serbs were the arrival of Croatian police (now called
redarstvo , the same term as used by the NDH), by buses from Zagreb in order
to take over the militia stations from the local of� cials, many of whom were
Serbs. Serbs could not but recall the fatal 1941, when their fathers and brothers
disappeared overnight, being taken away by Ustasha who also came in buses to
their home towns or villages. As Eric Markusen put it: “Under such circum-
stances it was impossible not to recall the horrors of Ustasha atrocities from the
1940s. The traumatization of � fty years ago was resurfacing again as an evil
demon.”13

It would be an oversimpli� cation, and even inaccurate, to insist that the
Ustasha genocide was a causal factor in the civil wars in Croatia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina in the 1990s. However, when events are viewed in longer historical
perspective, and in terms of their dialectical interconnectedness, this link must
be considered because it was an important contributory factor looming in the
background of those armed con� icts.14

With this comes the central question of this article: Why did the Serbs not
want to live as a minority in the new Croatian state outside of Yugoslavia? A
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straightforward and obvious answer is: A fear that the history of the Ustasha
domination might repeat itself. To put it differently, had they not experienced
and remembered the horrors of 1941 and the Ustasha knives, they would likely
not have risen against the Croatian government. Serb fears were intensi� ed by
the new government’s drastic practices of discrimination and mass violation of
civil rights. These excesses were accompanied by the of� cial resurrection of
symbols of the NDH in language, military ranks, communication, and, most
drastically, by the subsequent introduction of the “kuna” as the legal tender used
only during NDH. And � nally, to understand the link, we must keep in mind that
Serbs, whose ancestors have lived in Croatia for the past four hundred years,
found themselves under Croatian rule only once, in the NDH during World War
II, and at that time as persecuted victims of genocide.

Under the conditions of a disintegrating state, anxieties and fears inevitably
enhance distrust between citizens of different ethnic origins. As Michael Ig-
natieff, following Freud, and using his expression “narcissism of minor differ-
ence,” has shown, these minor differences are blown out of proportion and
presented as major differences when used as makers of power and status.15

Under such conditions the only group one can trust is his own ethnic, religious
or kin group, which makes ethnic nationalism the only remaining basis of trust.16

It is precisely in this mutual situation of distrust that ordinary citizens become
an easy prey to powerful mass-media propaganda disseminating nationalist
ideologies (Serbian, Croatian, Slovenian), promoting the goals of newly rising
elites. The leadership of these new regional elites in different republics of the
Yugoslav federation frequently included the old communist ideologists and
demagogues who skillfully and readily transformed themselves into ardent
nationalists. In this process of generating the ideologies of nationalism, the
intelligentsia (writers, journalists, historians and academics), dutifully played
their role of hired guns.

In fact, both Serb and Croat leaders exploited aspects of the World War II
genocide for political purposes. This was well understood, and described by
Jasminka UdovicÏ ki and James Ridgeway, who pointed out in their recent book
that World War II memories of fratricidal killings indeed played an important
part in the march toward war, but since the emotions associated with it had by
and large been laid to rest, they had to be reawakened, and this was successfully
done by the leadership both in Serbia and Croatia. “To start the war, therefore,
those emotions had to be not only reawakened but exacerbated by half-truths and
innuendo.”17

Thus, in the so-called “media war,” which preceded Yugoslav disintegration
and the civil war, numerous publications appeared depicting vividly with
photographic documentation the genocidal massacres and tortures of World War
II. Many of them were on Ustasha genocide in NDH and were published in
Belgrade. Besides volumes of documents edited by V. Dedijer and A. Miletić,
a prominent place was given to three volume set of documents edited by M.
Bulajić.18 Viktor Novak’s voluminous Magnum Crimen (1948), was reprinted in
1986.19 Croats have also published on the so-called “Bleiburg tragedy” depicting
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and documenting the destruction of defeated Ustasha forces at the Austrian
border by Tito’s army in May, 1945.20 Undoubtedly, all these publications had
a de� nite political message and purpose. However, the contention that publica-
tions on Ustasha crimes were prohibited in the Second Yugoslavia is neither
correct nor convincing. It is more correct to say that they were not encouraged.

A mention should be made of the extraordinary practice in 1990 of exhuma-
tions of “mass graves” from World War II, in which Serb victims of the Ustasha,
and Croat victims of Partisans, were exposed and exploited by the media, as
Markusen pointed out.21 It is obvious that the real purpose of such exhumations,
including the publications on war crimes and the genocides of World War II,
was to enhance ethnic consciousness and to disseminate hatred, and desire for
vengeance. As Eric Markusen put it, “Old psychological wounds were opened
again as the bones of numerous victims were unearthed. Genocide, both as
recent historical reality and as future danger, was brought to the minds of
insecure, frightened and often angry citizens.”22

The revival of ultra-nationalist ideologies of “Ustashism” and “Chetnikism”
has undoubtedly contributed to the destruction of the Second Yugoslavia.
Although a powerful force in society, the ideas are always rooted in, and
generated by, social groups who are their social carriers. Nationalist ideology is
in fact a political formula advanced and promoted by the ruling elites as a set
of values, sentiments, beliefs and ideas which justi� es and legitimizes the
domination.

As is well known, Croatian nationalism was quite prominent in 1971, and was
in fact suppressed by Tito. Although it was somewhat dormant until Tito’s death
in 1980, it was revived with the general crisis of the socialist countries in Eastern
Europe in 1989. The same decade witnessed the rise of Serbian nationalism in
Serbia, particularly with the rise to power in 1986 of Slobodan Milosevic. There
is little doubt that both Croatian and Serbian nationalism were successfully
feeding on each other, and that the Serbs in Croatia could not but be implicated.
It is generally assumed that the Serbian nationalism in the 1980s (with Milo-
sevic’s rise to power in 1986), was the � rst major cause in the dissolution of
Yugoslavia since it was not acceptable to Slovenes and Croats. What this
journalistic, oversimpli� ed and one-sided view misses is that Croatian national-
ism was already on the rise in the 1960s, achieving its culmination in 1971 with
the so-called “Croatian Spring” or Maspok (mass movement). Thus, the renewed
Croat anti-Yugoslav and anti-Serb nationalism began long before Tito’s death.
Tito was then compelled to purge the Croat separatist ringleaders in 1971,23 and
this was long before anyone knew Slobodan Milosevic existed. It is, therefore,
in order to quote a few sentences from Tito’s secret speech delivered on July 4,
1971, and published in Vjesnik u Srijedu (Zagreb), a year later. Referring to the
rampant nationalism in Croatia these were some of his worrisome thoughts:

This time I shall speak up � rst. You can see that I am very angry … the situation in Croatia
is not very good. Croatia has gone wild with nationalism. It is the key problem in the whole
country. Similar moods exist everywhere in all republics but the worst is here. Nationalism
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must be fought in a more effective way. It is a matter of class struggle, the issue being
whether socialism or nationalism will prevail. … Perturbed, some Serb villagers are arming
themselves and organizing village defences. Are we once more going to have a year like
1941? That would be a disaster. The outsiders are watching us. Are you not aware that they
would get involved as soon as there is unrest here. I would rather use our army to restore
order than to allow others to do so. … (The situation in the world is serious) we cannot
afford to quarrel inside Yugoslavia. Domestic enemies are receiving strong support from
abroad. Great powers will take anyone willing to work for them, communist or not.24

During the Croato-Serb con� icts in 1991 the Serb nationalists and their
paramilitary units in� icted terrible damage on Croatian communities and to the
Croats particularly in ethnically mixed areas. Killings, expulsions and destruc-
tion of Croat homes was the rule and it is assessed that more than 9,000 persons
were killed. The economy was in a shambles and practically one-third of Croatia
was Serb controlled as the Republika Srpska Krajina, consisting mainly of the
regions Kordun, Banija, Lika and parts of Slavonija. While these heavy losses
and destruction in� icted on Croatia were widely publicized and, therefore, quite
well known, much less information got through on persecutions of Serbs by the
Croatian militia and forces in 1991, 1993, and 1995. Since the scope of this
article does not permit detailed description, these particular cases of war crimes
and massive violations of human rights require at least a brief mention in their
chronological order:

(1) Expulsion, killings and devastation in central Slavonija in the autumn of
1991 where some 70,000 people were expelled and 183 predominantly Serb
villages were burned down.25

· Scorched-earth policy of the Croatian army in the so-called “Medak pocket”
(Lika, September 1993) where 160 homes were destroyed, 190 barns burned
to the ground, and large numbers of civilians were murdered.26

· Finally, in the summer of 1995, the Croatian forces, having received an aid
and a green light from the US government, in� icted a devastating blow to
Krajina Serbs in two separate blitzkriegs: “Bljesak” (Flash) in western
Slavonija, May 1, and “Oluja” (Storm), the rest of Krajina, August 4. Thus
the unrecognized Republic of Serbian Krajina ceased to exist. This resulted
in huge expulsion and exodus of some 200,000 Serbs from Croatia to Serbia
and Bosnia. The Krajina regions were devastated by the scorched-earth
policy of the Croatian militia and paramilitary units who continued destruc-
tion and pillage for more than a year. It is estimated that 6,000 persons
disappeared during the operation “Storm” and 1,000 since, according to the
IHF for the Human Rights Of� ce in Zagreb.27

By practically expelling and forcing into exile hundreds of thousands of Serbs,
the Croat government accomplished a “� nal solution” of the Serbian question in
Croatia. From 12 percent of the population of Croatia before the civil war, the
Serbs have been reduced to 3.1 percent.28 They have become an insigni� cant and
dispersed minority (mainly in urban centers), without political clout, surviving as
second-class citizens. What connects the Ustasha genocide and operation
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“Storm” is Croatian ultra-nationalism and Serbophobia as a driving force that
rationalizes destruction, killing, expulsion, and even forced conversion to Roman
Catholicism.29

Conclusions

Although the second largest genocide after the Holocaust during World War
II—the Ustasha genocide—in the so-called Independent State of Croatia is
nowadays practically a forgotten genocide, especially when judged by the
paucity of publications on this subject in the contemporary genocide scholarship,
the link undoubtedly exists between the genocide of Serbs, Jews and Gypsies in
wartime Croatia (1941–1945) and the civil wars of Yugoslav disintegration
(1991–1995). However, this link is far from a simple causality relationship. It is
rather to be found through mediations of ideology and the politics of memory,
all in the service of the new rising elites out of the chaos of the disintegrating
state.

To better understand conceptually the link between Ustasha genocide (1941)
and the events in the 1990s, the following factors need to be considered:

(1) Feeling of threat, fear, insecurity and disorientation on the part of Serbs in
Croatia owing to the disintegration of the state, and particularly in view of
their traumatic experience of Ustasha genocide.

(2) The politics of memory, which implied the manipulation of consciousness
through mass media in order to revive the memories of genocide of 50 years
ago, with the speci� c purpose of enhancing con� ict and justifying the use of
force.

(3) Revival of Ustashism and Chetnikism as the genocidal ideologies of World
War II genocides in the Balkans.

Thus the social reality of war and genocide was created by the regional and
newly rising elites through dissemination of nationalist and chauvinist ideologies
by means of powerful and centrally controlled mass media. In this context the
memories of wartime genocide were used as a means to an end. In brief, it was
a clear case of manipulation of fears in the service of politics.

In examining the link further, parallels could be drawn between the ideology
and the nature of the Ustasha movement and the ethnic nationalism dominating
Croatia today. The Independent State of Croatia (NDH) was a totalitarian fascist
state headed by a genocidal government. It was also a racist regime headed by
“the leader” (Poglavnik), embodying all power and authority. Contemporary
Croatia is characterized by “constitutional nationalism,” 30 with the monopoly of
power and mass media in the ruling party (Croatian Democratic Union), with an
autocratic but elected leader as supreme arbiter and commander.

Although extensive violence and crimes perpetrated against Croats by the
Serbs can neither be condoned nor justi� ed, it helps our understanding to know
that the Serbs’ struggle was reactive—reactive to separatism, secession, and to
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demotion to second-class status, and above all, to provocations through attacks
on life and property.

Finally, the Ustasha genocide of 1941–1945 and the military operation
“Storm” (Oluja), in 1995, with its predatory and shameful consequences, are
connected events. They were stages in the genocidal process of group destruc-
tion. Moreover, both were driven by ultra-nationalism and genocidal chauvinism,
implementing the ideal of an ethnically pure state, and both were aided by
foreign powers.31

The worst Serb fears materialized in 1995 when the Croat ultra-nationalists
achieved what their Ustasha predecessors failed to accomplish during World
War II: a monoethnic “Serbenrein” Croatia. Thus the historical connection
between the Ustasha genocide and the start, course and outcome of the
Croato-Serb 1991–1995 civil war was established.
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