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TK:  Is it di�cult to live together again?

Fahrudin: It is not that di�cult to live with them, but it is di�cult [for them] to 

face the truth. On a political level Croatia hasn’t apologised for what they 

did against the Muslims in Herzegovina, and the same goes for Serbia. And 

the people in Croatia have to say to themselves that they have done wrong. I 

didn’t kill anybody; I didn’t do anything bad to other people. I can look them 

in the eyes [pogledaj ga u o�i]. But there are people here in Stolac who can’t. I 

didn’t burn down any houses, and I didn’t mine any churches. And on a gen-

eral level Amija BiH didn’t do things like that. �ose who say that we can’t live 

together are chauvinists and nationalists. If we could live together for 50 years, 

why can’t we then continue?

We did not destroy any churches
I o�en heard the statement: “We did not destroy any churches.” �e destruc-
tion of cultural artefacts, especially religious buildings, was a very widespread 
practice during the war. Stolac’s four mosques were destroyed. Altogether an 
estimated 1,000-1,500 mosques were destroyed during the war in Bosnia Herze-
govina (about two-��hs of them all) (Velikonja 2003). �e destruction of the 
mosques became a symbol of the destruction of the Muslim people. At the 
same time, according to my informants the Muslims did not destroy churches, 
and if they did it was a matter of individual cases and not part of a war strategy 
of ethnic and cultural cleansing. By dissociating themselves from the practices 
of the others, the Muslims at one and the same time were able to demonise and 
criticise the ethnic Other and stress their own decency and tolerance, as this 
excerpt from an interview with Salko shows:

We have shown in this war that we are not like them. We haven’t killed as they 

have killed. We haven’t razed churches. Once when I was in Sarajevo during 

the war, I heard the bell from the cathedral and the Catholic church. And I 

have to say that it made me shiver. In the centre of Sarajevo there is a Catholic 

church, and in my hometown there isn’t one mosque. And that’s the way we 

Bosniaks are – we do not want to be like them.

�e next example comes from an interview with Muhamed, talking about the 
moral support Armija BiH had. 

Muhamed: Let me tell you about Armija BiH. For instance if we two got into in a 

car and drove to Mostar, to Jablanica, drove to Konjic, Sarajevo, or to any town 

which was under Armija’s control – in all these towns, you will �nd churches, 
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everywhere. We did not touch the churches. �ere was no destructions of 

churches. None. But here in Stolac you can’t �nd a single mosque. I lived in 

Konjic during the war, and when there were clashes between HVO and Arm-

ija, policemen from Konjic guarded the church. And do you know why they 

did that? �ey were afraid that some Croats would set the church on �re.

Friend: �at is the truth.

Muhamed: �ere were Franciscans, and there were nuns there all the time, and 

that is the army you asked about [Armija BiH].

Friend: For instance in Bugojno the Croats themselves threw bombs at the Catho-

lic church to show that the Bosniaks did it [give them the blame].

Muhamed: All mosques were destroyed during the war, and that’s why they wanted 

to show that the Muslims did the same to their churches. […]

Friend: In comparison to what they did to us, we were the best.

Muhamed: For instance I lived in Stolac. And I knew what the Croats did in Stolac 

and then I went to Konjic, where there lived Croats, but I never considered 

at all doing anything bad against them. What kind of person would I be if I 

did?

During the war the Muslims did not commit the same number of atrocities as 
the Serbs and Croats did. �ese di�erences are used by the Muslims of Stolac as 
a way of identifying themselves as well as labelling the others. 

During the war, Blagaj was the outermost isthmus of the Muslim-control-
led area, and the place to which many of the Muslim women and children from 
Stolac were expelled in 1993. �e mosques in the area were all destroyed (some 
have been rebuilt since), and at least one Serbian church was hit by Croatian 
�re. When I visited Blagaj the Catholic church in town was still standing. It had 
not been touched, not even by gra�ti, and this in an area totally under Muslim 
dominance. I think that part of the answer is that for the Muslims, the church 
was and still is a visible symbol of the Muslim mindset: they can point to the 
church and say “We are not like them.”

We did not commit any war crimes
�e Muslims considered that they showed their true nature during the war by 
not ‘talking’ the same language as the other two ethnic groups, that is destruc-
tion, looting, and killing of civilians. People felt innocent and were astonished 
by the violence in the war: “How can anyone kill innocent children and wom-
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en?” “We didn’t commit any war crimes,” “We showed our nature by not being 
inhuman.” 

Once I asked Emir why the Croats behaved so cruelly towards the Mus-
lims in the prison camps. He answered: “I don’t know, if I knew I would be like 
them.” A central strategy was to turn the wrongdoers’ actions back on them-
selves. �e misdeeds a�ected the Muslims, but they spoke about their perpetra-
tors. At the same time, the contours of Muslim mentality were delineated.

My informants did not believe that the International Criminal Tribunal 
for the Former Yugoslavia in �e Hague could bring any justice or redress, as it 
was regarded as working too slowly and not charging the big shots (Milošovi� 
was not on trial when I was doing �eldwork). But in establishing themselves 
as victims and identifying Muslimness, the tribunal had a place. On several 
occasions I heard people saying something like: “All war criminals should be 
sent to the Hague, but notice that only two Muslims stand accused: the rest are 
Serbs and Croats.” For the Muslims �e Hague became a symbol of their role 
as victims, and the injustice they had experienced. �e following excerpt from 
an interview with Omer is an example of how the others’ misdeeds, one’s own 
decent behaviour and one’s status as a victim are all used as ways of identifying 
Muslim mentality.

Omer: I was up at Treskavica [a mountain near Sarajevo] and it was during the war 

between the Serbs and the Muslims. And if some of our soldiers found some 

of the enemy soldiers wounded, they didn’t kill them, but brought them to 

our hospital [sanitet]. Once they brought me a wounded Serbian soldier, but 

he was dead when he came to the sanitet. And even though they found him 

�ve hours’ walk away from the sanitet, they brought him to me, because they 

hoped that I could help him. But all our soldiers who fell into their hands were 

killed. On both sides [both Croatian and Serbian]. Every single soldier they 

caught was killed.

Friend: Our soldiers respected the Geneva Convention; if you �nd a wounded sol-

dier you should exchange him.

Omer:  Once three Serbian soldiers were caught during battle; they were brought to 

Mostar and later exchanged. But in Srebenica they have killed 10,000 people.

We want to move on
One last part of my informants’ construction of their role as victims centres 
around how they want to rebuild a peaceful and democratic future in contrast 
to the other ethnic groups. Implicitly, one senses that the Muslims feel that it is 
not possible to suppress their decency and righteousness. Mustafa had a small 
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business producing articles for all three ethnic groups. �e business was built 
on savings made during the time he was in exile. He wanted to move ahead, 
forget about the war and ethnicity and create a future, and this was naturally 
important if his business was to succeed.

Mustafa: It is true that the Croats have stolen from me. You can’t say when a cus-

tomer comes, ‘You are Croat, I don’t want to make anything for you’, and the 

same goes if he is Serb. If you did that it would be stupidity. If you looked at 

things that way nobody would be able to do anything. �ere would be no 

commerce, nothing. We would each be in our trench. Life goes on.

�6�T�]�T�a�P�c�X�^�]�P�[���[�^�_�b�X�S�T�S�]�T�b�b

By identifying themselves as victims, the Muslims at one and the same time 
criticised the ethnic Other (mostly Croat) and set themselves apart as decent, 
honest and naive people. By entering the role of the victim, my informants 
stereotyped the other ethnic groups, as well as setting themselves apart as a sin-
gle ethnic group. �is identi�cation works counter to the other Muslim iden-
ti�cations I have outlined. Whereas the ‘Others’ in the previous identi�cations 
have been for instance European, the nationalists, or those coming from central 
Bosnia, the Otherness related to the role of the victim is the general mentality 
of the di�erent ethnoreligious groups. �e role of the victim, however had a 
generational lopsidedness. 

�e young wanted to forget as much as possible, both about the war and 
the past. �ey did not want to live on the nostalgic memories of the older gen-
eration. �e young had had enough of this talk about the past and this self-
victimisation; they wanted to get on with their lives. �ey wanted a future, and 
they wanted to listen to music, buy a car, and watch sport on television. �ey 
did not oppose the role of victim, but on the other hand they did not �nd it of 
special use in their lives. It gave no status.5 �e ideal of tolerance and coexist-
ence was more relevant, not as a kind of nostalgic clinging to the past, but more 
as a way to get out of ‘all this’ and start afresh. �e localistic identi�cation was 

5	� One day when I was talking with my landlady about my trip back home to Denmark, I said 
that taxis were very expensive in Sarajevo, but were the only way to get from the hotel to the 
airport. My landlady replied: “Why don’t you just take the bus to the bus terminal and from 
there it’s only a 250-300-metre walk. Everything is destroyed there, but just follow the road, 
because there are mines, so don’t go o� the road.” Her son, who had overheard our conversa-
tion, interrupted and said: “�ere are no mines, mother.” And she replied: “Yes there are. A lot 
of things were destroyed during the war; the frontline was there, there are mines.” And her son 
said, a little resignedly: “Mother there is no war any more, the war is over!”
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o�en central for the young, but again more as a territorial marker than a recol-
lecting of the ‘beautiful old Stolac.’ 

�e old were o�en poor and many had poor health. Old people with chil-
dren and/or grandchildren abroad su�ered from a huge sense of absence, but 
could at least be pleased that their children or grandchildren o�en had bet-
ter opportunities in foreign countries. In general, however, the old had had 
their lives. Remembering the old times may be painful, but the old were able 
to construct a parallel world which could supplement the real one. �e victim 
identity, the ideal of tolerance and coexistence, and especially the Stolac spirit 
were of central importance in their practices of identi�cation. 

�e middle-aged were caught in between: they were despairing, despond-
ent and bitter. In particular, the sad future of their children tortured them, and 
their own inability to o�er them the conditions for a good life. �e middle-aged 
o�en entered a discourse of problems. From the young people’s point of view 
the old were too nostalgic and the middle-aged too depressed by problems. �e 
middle-aged de�nitely saw themselves as victims not only during the war but 
also a�er. I think many wanted to break out of this persistent focus on and talk 
about problems, but they were rarely able to do so. 

Common to all is the dilemma of forgetting versus remembering. �e 
creation of a possible future demanded that the war be put behind you, but fear 
of repetition and the sense of justice demanded that the o�ences be retold and 
remembered. �e young, though, were more concerned about forgetting (it 
all), whereas the middle-aged wanted to remember; their whole life had been 
destroyed. �ey could not live with oblivion.
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In comparison to the two other national groups (Serbs and Croats), the re-
ligious nationalism of the Bosnian Muslims came rather late. Nevertheless, 
throughout the war it soon came to dominate Bosnian Muslim politics. And 
though the Muslim religious nationalism was de�nitely more ambiguous than 
were Serbian and Croatian nationalism, because it adhered to an idea of both 
ethnic coexistence and ethnic exclusion, it de�nitely had its say in putting eth-
nic identity to the forefront. Before the war Muslim ethnic identity was mainly 
embedded in everyday life: respectful modes of interethnic interaction existed 
which familiarised di�erences, and ethnic identity made up only one iden-
tity among others. �e war-related violence, especially the practice of ethnic 
cleansing, and the nationalist discourse in the public realm, changed this. By 
fully objectifying ethnicity, making it the absolutely most important identity, 
the Muslims’ awareness of themselves as constituting a separate ethnic group 
became enormously heightened. One might then expect that national and reli-
gious adherence would have constituted the major part of the Muslims present 
identi�cation of themselves as a group. As I have shown in Part III, this was not 
the case. 

National identi�cations were more or less non-existent, and the Mus-
lims’ religiosity had presumably found a level relatively equal to the pre-war 
period. My �ndings show that instead of national and religious attachments, 
my informants were attached to what they call a Stolac spirit, characterised by 
a strong local patriotism. �is identi�cation excluded the Croats who had de-
stroyed this spirit, and it was used to carve out a physical space for the Muslims, 
but it did not exclude the ethnic Other as such. Rather a spirit of ethnic inter-
dependence was highlighted. On a more general level, the Muslims of Stolac 
upheld an ideal of tolerance and coexistence. �e wilful remembering of past 
respectful interethnic coexistence made up a central part of this ideal, and I 
concluded, on the background of Chapter 10, that former practices of interac-
tion had become ideals of identi�cation. �at is, the tolerant and respectful way 
the di�erent ethnic groups interacted before the war is increasingly seen by the 
Muslims today as a speci�c Muslim quality. Nevertheless, this ideal completely 
contradicts the nationalist ideology of ethnic exclusion and must be seen as part 
of the Muslims’ counterdiscourse. �e Muslims’ use of the pair of geographical 
concepts the Balkans-Europe was inconsistent and many-sided. Sometimes my 
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informants saw themselves as no di�erent from other Europeans; at other times 
they embraced an endemic, authentic Balkan mentality. �ese identi�cations, 
however, all surpassed ethnicity; it was Europe and not the other ethnic groups 
which made up the Other. �is in itself makes this identi�cation part of the 
counterdiscourse, and it is increased by the fact that the discursive construct 
the Balkans-Europe was highly ethnici�ed by all sides throughout the war. 

�e Muslims’ use of ‘the role of the victim’ was the only identi�cation 
I encountered in Stolac which seriously stands in opposition to the Muslims’ 
counterdiscourse and where something resembling a Bosnian Muslim national 
character was constructed. By persistently identifying themselves as victims, 
the Muslims perpetuated ethnic tensions and problematised coexistence. Per-
haps a role as victims has a universal character. What, however, characterised 
my informants’ identi�cation with the role of the victim was the way the Oth-
ers’ atrocities became proof of the Muslims’ righteousness. Seeing oneself as a 
victim, however, also has its limitations. For many, especially the young, such 
an identi�cation carries little prestige and is rejected, whereas for the middle-
aged and the old it was an identi�cation they could not escape from. �is gen-
erational dilemma re�ected a broader predicament seen in other post-war so-
cieties: a dilemma of forgetting versus remembering, or one could say between 
facilitating future coexistence versus a feeling of justice. 

To sum up, the Muslims of Stolac answered the question which the un-
made world has produced – who are we, since this was done to us? – mainly by 
engaging non-ethnic identi�cations, some of which have links back to pre-war 
inter-ethnic life. And these identi�cations can therefore be understood as part 
of their counterdiscourse.
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In my analysis I have presented three concepts central to understanding post-
war life among the Stolac Muslims: remaking, identi�cation, and counterdis-
course. In short, I have looked at patterns of identi�cation, which make up a 
central element in the process of remaking. I have analysed these identi�cations 
resisting the nationalist paradigm in central ways, a resistance I call counterdis-
course. Let me summarise the main argument of the book.

Inspired by contemporary anthropological studies of the experience of 
war and violence, I have stated that a major proportion of my informants’ eve-
ryday lives have been unmade by the war and post-war violence. I have focused 
on people’s experiences of how the very foundation of existence has been ques-
tioned; how the stories and values governing normal social life have been dam-
aged; how the loss of epistemological frameworks has made communicating 
about the traumatic experiences di�cult; and how Stolac is pervaded by a feel-
ing of loss, which continues (though in a diminished way) the world’s unmak-
ing. �is unmaking had forced my informants to question central categories 
of human experience in fundamental ways in order to remake their shattered 
world. One of these categories relates to identity: the identity of oneself and of 
the Other. For my informants this has meant answering two fundamental ques-
tions: Who are they, the ones who did this to us? And: Who are we, since this was 
done to us? In the study I have analysed the way in which my informants have 
answered these questions.

In particular, I have discussed the role of nationalist discourse in my in-
formants’ remaking of their world, as one might expect that the nationalism 
which had infected the whole area would have been the central constituent 
in the remaking of my informants’ lives – or in the work of Elaine Scarry, the 
Truth which has alleviated the pain. However, this has not been the case. �is 
avoidance of the massive nationalist pressure I have termed counterdiscourse. 
�eoretically, this counterdiscourse has several characteristics. First, it only 
exists when viewed against (counter-) the nationalist discourse. As such it is 
not an independent feature; it only manifests itself in resisting the nationalist 
discourse’s search for hegemony, for instance by o�ering alternative non-na-
tionalist contexts for explaining and identifying. Second, such anti-nationalist 
identi�cations rest upon already existing cultural categories and social identi-
ties, as well as drawing upon experiences from pre-war habitual inter-ethnic in-
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teraction. �e cultural part of this counterdiscourse is therefore not necessarily 
new, but the context in which it is employed is new. Former categories and ways 
of interacting obtain new values in this process. For example, I have shown how 
a local-patriotic framework (‘the Stolac spirit’) could be used to express values 
of ethnic coexistence. Similarly, the cultural category of the ‘non-cultured’ has 
been used to explain the war and the destruction of Stolac without resorting 
to ethnicity, just as former respectful inter-ethnic patterns of interaction have 
become objecti�ed as part of the Muslims’ identi�cation with an ideal of toler-
ance and coexistence. �ird, I maintain that the value of the counterdiscourse 
should not be evaluated in terms of authenticity. Instead of seeing my inform-
ants’ con�icting values and contrasting practices in terms of real and false, I 
analyse them as evidence of the coexistence of contested discourses – in Stolac, 
a nationalist discourse and its counterdiscourse. �roughout the study, I have 
pointed out such tensions, repeatedly stressing that they are a characteristic of 
post-war life in Stolac. People both resist the nationalist framework and use it 
when remaking their world. 

In Chapter 4 and Chapter 9, I have given a historical account of the emer-
gence of nationalism in Yugoslavia generally, and in Bosnia Herzegovina more 
speci�cally. A discourse of nationalism spread throughout former Yugoslavia, 
leaving hardly any area of life una�ected; a nationalism which, when linked up 
with the violent practices of the war, had ethnic cleansing as its aim and method. 
According to this antagonist nationalism, the di�erent ethnic groups could no 
longer live together. Bosnian Muslim nationalism, came late, but managed for 
the �rst time in the history of Bosnia Herzegovina to link territory and national 
identity with religion (Islam). Only from around 1991 did it make sense for 
the Muslims of Bosnia Herzegovina to envision an independent Muslim terri-
tory of Bosnia built upon Islam. In the ambivalent political strategies of leading 
Bosnian Muslim politicians, such national-religious exclusiveness became one 
of the war strategies. �e other aim was continued inter-ethnic coexistence. I 
have also shown how this Bosnian nationalism, this new version of Muslim-
ness, collided with pre-war habitual practices of inter-ethnic identi�cation and 
interaction. From being a domain of loose moral imperatives, religion became 
much more closely connected to a more fundamentalist reading of Islam. Eth-
nic Otherness, which before the war had been embedded in everyday prac-
tices, became dissociated from its context and represented in new, rigid and 
politicised religious categories. Ethnic identity changed from being one facet of 
identity among others to being the most de�ning one. Finally, respectful modes 
of inter-ethnic interactions were destroyed. 

�erefore, if one considers the following four aspects: the rise of nation-
alistic thinking on the political level in former Yugoslavia as well as in Bosnia 
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Herzegovina; the violent practices of ethnic cleansing throughout the war; the 
ethnic division of the public space in Stolac (institutionally as well as symboli-
cally, see Prologue); and the unmaking of my informants everyday world, then 
one can understand that many of my informants’ identi�cations of both them-
selves and the Other must be seen as resistance to the nationalist picture of 
the world. I have outlined various ways in which my informants practised this 
resistance or counterdiscourse. 

First, they did it by recontextualising the narratives of destruction, which I 
also called non-ethnic condemnation. �at is, when accounting for the war and 
the present sad situation, my informants o�en refrained from using the ethnic 
Other as an explanatory framework. Instead, possible non-ethnic Others were 
presented such as politika and the immoral world of politics, a category which 
was constructed as an autonomous force accounting for ungraspable aspects of 
the unmade world. �e category of decent people (pošteni ljudi) was used to de-
liberately categorise acquaintances of other ethnic a�liation as decent people, 
thereby legitimising and facilitating interethnic interaction. �e category of the 
non-cultured (nekultura) – clearly connected to pre-war social and cultural 
changes, mainly urbanisation and education – was also used to explain the war 
by reference to non-ethnic Others; instead allusions were made to the uncivi-
lised and the rural. And �nally, the notion of the Balkan Other has been used 
to account for a destructive and violent force existing inside Bosnian culture, a 
force which is only occasionally linked up with a particular ethnicity.

Second, even though ethnic labels were sometimes employed to account 
for the world’s unmaking and the present sad situation, such labels were com-
plex and situational, and a di�erent moral value was attached to each ethnic 
category. �is complexity marks a second way of practising the counterdis-
course. I have shown how my informants operated with dissimilar kinds of 
Croats: Croats from central Bosnia, from the countryside, from Stolac, from 
Croatia, good Croats, and so on. When my informants did criticise the Croats 
in general, this was mostly done in a context with reference to violence and 
discrimination.

A third counterdiscursive practice relates to more deliberate and obvi-
ous anti-nationalist demonstrations. �e outright criticism of nationalist politi-
cians, including ‘one’s own’, was an example. Another was my informants’ dis-
sociation from the newly constructed Bosnian Muslim national identity. I have 
termed this the national identity that failed. People told me how they fought 
for survival, not for Bosnia. In general the state of Bosnia Herzegovina had no 
appeal. In the same way, my informants distanced themselves from religious 
fundamentalism. �ey considered themselves to be believers; but in line with 
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pre-war religiosity, being a good Muslim meant adhering to an everyday moral 
code of conduct, not visible religious displays.

A fourth way in which my informants contributed to the counterdis-
course was by identifying with values of ethnic tolerance and coexistence, in to-
tal contrast to the exclusive, antagonist nationalist discourse. �e Stolac spirit 
(part of the localistic identi�cations) centred on the positive aspects of the co-
existence between the three ethnic groups – Croats, Serbs and Muslims. And 
pre-war embedded practices of respectful and tolerant inter-ethnic interaction 
have become objecti�ed ideals of identi�cation for the Muslims. Ethnic toler-
ance is seen as a primarily Muslim quality, as the other groups have abandoned 
that ideal. Nevertheless, stressing and identifying an ideal of tolerance and 
highlighting the trouble-free and joyful interaction among ethnic groups in 
the past, as well as pointing to the possibility of future interethnic coexistence, 
works counter to the nationalist discourse.

Finally, I have argued that for the most part my informants identify them-
selves in non-antagonist and non-exclusive ways. In fact some of their identi�-
cations are able to encompass members of the other ethnic groups, as is the case 
with aspects of the localistic identi�cations, in which one’s status as ‘real Stolac 
citizen’ is more important than one’s ethnic a�liation. As with the Balkans-
Europe identi�cation, the di�erent positions in this geographical symbolism 
referred not to ethnicity but to being Bosnian. �e role of the victim, however, 
was a more exclusive Muslim identi�cation, setting the di�erent ethnic groups 
apart. On the other hand, it primarily existed among the older generation, as 
did a general preoccupation with the past, especially the idea of the good old 
days.

Before the war ethnic identity in Bosnia Herzegovina was only one iden-
tity among others, and ethnic di�erences were embedded in everyday prac-
tices. Today ethnic di�erence is all there is. �e Muslims of Stolac are fully 
aware that as Muslims they constitute a totally separate group, and that ethnic 
identity is by far the most important form of identity in present-day Bosnia 
Herzegovina. In that regard the nationalist project has succeeded. Such a crys-
tallisation and explication of identity �ts in well with the structurally inspired 
anthropology of war and violence, which theorises that the function of violence 
is to create unambiguous identities. However, my study has shown that for the 
Muslims of Stolac, the creation of unambiguous ethnic identities is only half 
the story. Looking at my informants’ everyday identi�cations, one sees a move 
in the opposite direction as well. It is a move which blurs as well as breaking 
down ethnic di�erences, makes ethnic labelling complex, and in fact creates 
resemblances: in sum, it resists the importance of ethnic identi�cation. But as 
I have also argued, such a move (or counterdiscourse) is not a fully conscious 
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or deliberate strategy. �e resistance to the antagonist nationalist discourse and 
the prevalence of exclusive ethnic thinking should be seen not as deliberate 
or ideological tolerance, but as a necessity, as my informants have to live with 
the ethnic Other as well as with the consequences of their own actions. Ethnic 
hatred is a luxury they cannot a�ord.
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