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Srebrenica – Ðozića džamija following repairs, 1993 
(Photo: Centar za islamsku arhitekturu)

A photograph that I took in July 1992, seven years 
after the war, shows the imam’s house, which had been 
burned out in 1995, with a new roof and undergoing 
repairs. Next to the house, the empty site where the his-
toric Ðozić mosque once stood is overgrown with weeds. 

Srebrenica – Site of the destroyed Ðozića džamija, 2002 
(Photo: András Riedlmayer)
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Srebrenica – Hadži Skender-begova džamija / White Mosque, 1981, 

(Photo: Ekrem Hakkı Ayverdi)

The oldest mosque in Srebrenica was the White 
Mosque, the Mosque of Hadži Skender-beg, built 
in the seventeenth century atop a rise overlook-
ing the town center. The White Mosque, with its 
distinctive stone minaret, was surrounded by the 
Ottoman-era gravestones of an old Bosnian Mus-
lim cemetery.8 It also survived the 1992-1995 
siege undamaged. 

8	 Ekrem Hakkı Ayverdi, Avrupa’da Osmanlı mimârî eserleri, III. cild 
3. kitap: Yugoslavya (Istanbul: İstanbul Fetih Cemiyeti, 1981): 
424, pl. 684-686. Sadik Salimović, Knjiga o Srebrenici (Srebreni-
ca: Skupština opštine, 2002): 171; Nebojša Tomašević, Treasures 
of Yugoslavia: An Encyclopedic Touring Guide (Belgrade: Yugosla-
viapublic, 1980): 321-22. 
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The White Mosque’s dark stone minaret can be 
seen still standing in the background of Ðorđo Vuko-
je’s photograph, taken on 19 July 1995. But shortly 
after that photograph was taken, the White Mosque 
was also destroyed with explosives. In a photo tak-
en in 1999, one can see only damaged fragments 
of the White Mosque’s perimeter walls with a gap 
where the base of the minaret once stood, and in 
the foreground the old Muslim gravestones of the 
mosque’s cemetery.

In March 2002, the site was cleared for recon-
struction, and the White Mosque became the first 
mosque in Srebrenica to be rebuilt after the end 
of the war.9

Srebrenica – Ruins of Hadži Skender-begova džamija, 1999 
(Photo: Peter Lippman)

9	 “New mosque brings hope for Srebrenica,” BBC Monitoring, 6 
July, 2002, downloaded from http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/world/
monitoring/media_reports/2104350.stm 
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Srebrenica – Site of Hadži Skender-begova džamija, 03/2002
(Photo: Flip Franssen)

When I visited Srebrenica on my survey for the 
Hague tribunal the summer of 2002, I saw the newly 
rebuilt White Mosque and the town’s Serb Orthodox 
church facing each other on the heights overlooking 
the market square  –  the first visible indication that 
postwar Srebrenica could once again be a town that 
accommodates the cultural and religious needs of 
both of its major ethnic communities.10

10 Unlike Srebrenica’s mosques, the Serb Orthodox church in 
the center of Srebrenica was still standing at the end of the 
1992-1995 war, with some damage to the top of its steeple. 
It was renovated in 2001-2003. Arhijerejsko namjesništvo 
srebreničko-podrinjsko, “Parohija srebrenička (Srebrenica),” 
downloaded from https://web.archive.org/web/20150219071734/
http://www.namjesnistvosrebrenickopodrinjsko.org/index.
php/2014-10-08-08-52-39 
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Srebrenica – White Mosque following postwar reconstruction, 2002 
(Photo DW/Picture Alliance)

On a hill overlooking the Srebrenica suburb of 
Soloćuša and the road heading north towards Bra-
tunac stood the Vidikovac mosque, endowed in 1989 
by Azem Begić.11 In the last months of the 1992-
1995 siege, the mosque’s roof had suffered damage 
from Bosnian Serb Army shelling, but the Vidikovac 
mosque was still being used for communal prayers 
during Srebrenica’s last wartime Bajram holiday, 
in May 1995. 

11	 Adib Ðozić, “Srebrenica Town Mosques,” in Srebrenica through 
Centuries Past, Monumenta Srebrenica: Research, Documents, 
Testimonies, book I. (Tuzla: Zavod za zaštitu i korištenje kul-
turno-historijskog i prirodnog naslijeđa Tuzlanskog kantona, 
2012):51. 
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Srebrenica – The Vidikovac mosque during the war, 1994 
(Photo: Facebook)

In the Zoran Petrović Piroćanac video, the Vidiko-
vac mosque and its minaret can still be seen standing 
as of 14 July 1995. But not for long. Like the other 
mosques in Srebrenica, the mosque Azem Begić built 
on Vidikovac hill was blown up with high explosives 
and left a gutted ruin.

One of the most haunting sights I saw during my 
fieldwork was the mosque in Gornji Potočari, on a 
wooded ridge on the west side of the valley where 
the Srebrenica memorial cemetery now lies. The 
mosque was a ruin, with the gravestones of gener-
ations of Bosnian Muslims in its overgrown cem-
etery the only reminder that it had once served a 
living community. 
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Srebrenica – Ruins of the destroyed Vidikovac mosque, 1999 
(Photo: Peter Lippman)

 I was guided there by Alija-efendija Jusić, who 
had served as the head imam in Srebrenica during 
the war. In July 1995, he had joined members of 
his congregation on the harrowing march to Tu-
zla. He said that after the fall of Srebrenica, when 
people were setting out on the long and danger-
ous trek through the woods to Tuzla, they came 
to this mosque to say their last prayers, asking for 
God’s protection. Many of them did not make it 
to Tuzla alive.
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Srebrenica – Gornji Potočari mosque, 2002 
(Photo: András Riedlmayer)

There was a traditional stone mosque in the vil-
lage of Slapovići, in a wooded valley 5 km west of 
Srebrenica. The village had a long history as a Bos-
niak settlement, with centuries-old Ottoman grave-
stones in its cemetery. In 1923, a prosperous local 
resident, Mula Selim Alemić endowed land and built 
a bridge, a water mill and a mejtef (Qur’an school) for 
Slapovići. In 1936 he also endowed a new mosque, 
built to replace an older mosque that had fallen 
into disrepair. People from eight surrounding set-
tlements came to the new mosque for Friday and 
holiday prayers.12

12 Adem Mehmedović, “Najveći vakuf na području Srebrenice,” 
Stav, 15 October 2018, downloaded from https://arhiv.stav.
ba/najveci-vakuf-na-podrucju-srebrenice/; “Slapovićka dža-
mija jedina u Srebrenici zadržala prijeratni izgled,” Avaz, 
17 October 2009. 
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Slapovići – Mula Selim Alemić and village residents, 1930s 
(Photo: Arhiv.Stav.ba)

Slapovići – Opening of the rebuilt Slapovići mosque, 2011 
(Photo: Sean Sallup/Getty Images)

During the siege of Srebrenica, hundreds of Bos-
niak refugee families sought shelter in Slapovići. When 



146  KILLING MEMORY: THE DESTRUCTION OF SREBRENICA’S...

Srebrenica was overrun by the Bosnian Serb Army in July 
1995, the people were forced to flee, and the Slapovići.
mosque and the village houses were burned down. 

In 2008, some of the survivors returned and be-
gan to rebuild the mosque in Slapovići, in its origi-
nal form. Next to the rebuilt mosque is a large me-
morial tablet, listing the names of people from the 
village who were killed during the war. For most of 
them the date of death is 1995. Nineteen of those 
listed as killed were from the Alemić family.

The destruction of Srebrenica’s mosques and of its 
Bosniak Muslim communities did not start in 1995. It 
began in the first days of the war. An example is the vil-
lage of Liješće, in the eastern part of the municipality 
of Srebrenica, near Skelani on the Drina River. When 
Liješće was overrun by Bosnian Serb forces on 8 May 
1992, its residents were forced to flee, its mosque was 
burned down, and the mosque’s minaret was blown up. 

Liješće – Exterior of the destroyed Liješće mosque, 2002
(Photo: András Riedlmayer)
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Liješće – Interior of the destroyed Liješće mosque, 2002 
(Photo: András Riedlmayer)

Dobrak – Site of the destroyed Dobrak mosque, 2002 
(Photo: András Riedlmayer)

That same month in 1992, the mosque in the Bos-
niak village of Dobrak, 4 km to the west of Skelani, 
was blown up, its ruins razed and removed, all except 
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Dobrak – Rebuilt mosque at Dobrak, 2007 
(Photo: Centar za islamsku arhitekturu)

for one massive chunk of concrete. The following two 
photos show the empty site of the mosque, and a view of 
the mosque after it was rebuilt in 2007 – with the same 
massive chunk of concrete still in place, next to the road.

Another example of complete destruction is the mosque 
at Osat, on a high ridge overlooking the Drina valley. 
The Osat mosque was blown up in March 1993, when 
the village fell to Serb nationalist forces. In this postwar 
photo only the base of the destroyed minaret, with its 
distinctive shape, shows that a mosque once stood here.

Not just the village, but the entire surrounding re-
gion is called Osat. Until the Second World War, this 
area was known for its skilled traditional builders, 
the osaćanski neimari, who built mosques, churches 
and houses throughout the Drina valley. An example
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Osat – Remains of the destroyed Osat mosque, 2005 
(Photo: MacKenzie Frady Arbogust)

of their work was the Old Mosque (Stara džamija) in 
Peći.13 Built in the eighteenth century the Old Mosque 
remained intact until 1992, when Peći, too, was over-
run and ‘ethnically cleansed’. 

Nine years later, in 2001, when the architectural 
historian Helen Walasek went looking for this mosque, 
it was a desolate archaeological ruin, hard to locate 
and even harder to identify, its crumbling walls lost 
amidst the overgrown vegetation. A small section of 
the mosque’s damaged outer wall with the mosque’s 
prayer niche (mihrab), inscribed with a verse from the 
Qur’an (Surah Al Imran 3:37), was the only clue that 
a mosque once stood here.

13	 Dragiša Milosavljević, Osaćanski neimari (Belgrade: Prosveta, 
2000); Madžida Bećirbegović, Džamije sa drvenom munarom u 
Bosni i Hercegovini (Sarajevo: Veselin Masleša, 1990).
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Peći – Remains of the Stara džamija, 2001 (Photo: Helen Walasek)

Peći – Mihrab of the Stara džamija, 2001 (Photo: Helen Walasek)
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Peći – Stara džamija, 1990 (Photo: Madžida Bećirbegović)

Among the few documents that record the Old 
Mosque in Peći as it once was, are these two photos, 
published in 1990, just before the war. 

The people of Srebrenica made their homes amidst 
a stunningly beautiful landscape. Over the centuries, 
their communities produced talented and hard-work-
ing people and a rich culture. The followers of geno-
cidal ideologies in the twentieth century attempted 
to drive out and wipe out both the people and their 
cultural memory.

All 23 mosques that stood in Srebrenica munici-
pality in 1992 were destroyed during the war. Most of 
them have been rebuilt since 2002.14 Against the odds, 
the Bosniak survivors of the Srebrenica Genocide and 
their children are trying to prove that the killers of 
people and memory have not succeeded.

14	 Ahmed Hrustanović, “Legenda o samotnjaku iz Srebrenice: 
džaba rušite džamije, niknuće još ljepše,” Al Jazeera Balkans 9 
February 2020, downloaded from http://balkans.aljazeera.net/
blog/legenda-o-samotnjaku-iz-srebrenice-dzaba-rusite-dzami-
je-niknuce-jos-ljepse 



Wings of Denial1

Adnan Delalić

That photo says it all.2 Peter Handke on genocide 
safari in Srebrenica, mere months after the unspeak-
able crime. The great white European poet is front 
and centre, blocking the view of the Cyrillic town 
sign he presumably can’t read. In the background, 
we see some people, a car, an industrial plant, hous-
es and hills (and the watermark of the Austrian Na-
tional Library).

He’s wearing all black, as if to say: here I am, the 
angel of death. The evil twin of Bruno Ganz’s char-
acter in Wings of Desire, who longs to immerse him-
self with the mortals. But unlike the angels in the 
film he co-wrote, Handke does not care about the 
people on the ground. As Dževad Karahasan ob-
serves, A Journey to the Rivers: Justice for Serbia can’t 
be categorized as a travelogue because its author is 
utterly uninterested in the local culture, customs and 

1	 This article was originally published by Mangal Media on De-
cember 2, 2019. year, https://www.mangalmedia.net/english//
wings-of-denial, accessed 04/06/2021.

2	 https://handkeonline.onb.ac.at/sites/handkeonline.at/files/styles/
fullscreen/public/images/pool/oela_sph_lw_s245_60r_zugesch-
nitten.jpg?itok=rNPsBF-n, accessed 04/06/2021. 
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history.3 Let alone the displaced and the murdered. 
The sole purpose of the little information he provides 
is to show that Peter Handke was there. Selfie cul-
ture avant la lettre. Karahasan calls this writing “just 
navel-gazing chatter where there is nothing but the 
speaking subject.” And Svetlana Slapšak concludes: 
“To see in the Serbian people only Milošević’s world 
and to notice nothing else disqualifies Handke as a 
writer and an intellectual. […] Handke has seriously 
insulted Serbia.”4 

In 1994, Radovan Karadžić5 invited his guest, ‘Na-
tional Bolshevik’6 Russian poet Eduard Limonov, 
to his headquarters in Pale. During a tour of the 
frontlines in Sarajevo, Limonov fired an anti-aircraft 
machine gun7 at the besieged city. In his book Sa-
rajevo Blues, Semezdin Mehmedinović argues that 
Limonov came to Pale for “literary consistency.”8 

3	 Karahasan, Dž., (1996) Bürger Handke, Serbenvolk, DIE ZEIT, 
08/1996, https://www.zeit.de/1996/08/Buerger_Handke_Serbe-
nvolk/komplettansicht, accessed 04/06/2021.

4	 Slapšak, S., (2019), „Peter Handke: žalost Nobelove nagrade“, Pe-
ščanik, https://pescanik.net/peter-handke-zalost-nobelove-na-
grade/, accessed 04/06/2021.

5	 Strauss., J., (2008), Radovan Karadzic from small time swindler to 
war criminal, The Telegraph, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
worldnews/europe/serbia/2445534/Radovan-Karadzic-from-
small-time-swindler-to-war-criminal.html, accessed 04/06/2021.

6	 Reid Ross., A,(2019) From Exile to Dirtbag: Edgelord geopolitics and 
the rise of “National Bolshevism in the U.S.” Areiross blog. Blog post 
( Jan 19, 2019), https://medium.com/@areidross/from-exile-to-
dirtbag-edgelord-geopolitics-and-the-rise-of-national-bolshevi-
sm-in-the-u-s-84822021b0e8, accessed 10/06/2021.

7	 TVMyCentury, (2013), Russian Writer Shooting at Sarajevo, 
(YouTube video, Apr 27, 2013) https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=JkjPZvz27mg, accessed 04/06/2021.

8	 Mehmedinovic, S.,(1998) Sarajevo Blues, City Lights Publishers, 
http://www.citylights.com/book/?GCOI=87286100513330, acce-
ssed 04/06/2021.
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One could say Handke came to Milošević’s funeral 
for the same reason. His eulogy went like this:9

“The world, the so-called world, knows everything 
about Yugoslavia, Serbia. The world, the so-called 
world, knows everything about Slobodan Milošević. 
The so-called world knows the truth… I don’t know 
the truth. But I look. I listen. I feel. This is why I am 
here today, close to Yugoslavia, close to Serbia, close 
to Slobodan Milošević.”

Anyone subject to the colonial gaze will recognize 
this vain solipsism.

As per Toni Morrison, the very serious function 
of racism is a distraction. It keeps you from doing 
your work. Peter Handke gets to spend his time on 
artful self-expression and formal experimentation. 
As suggested by the Nobel committee, he gets to ex-
plore “the periphery and the specificity of human 
experience.” He makes use of his powerful Europe-
an passport to travel the killing fields in the periph-
ery (places the displaced and exiled can’t return to) 
and produce literary selfies. European intellectuals 
and institutions then declare his colonialist corpus 
as representative of European civilization. Thus, hi-
erarchies are being maintained. We, meanwhile, are 
being forced to invest an enormous amount of time 
to protect ourselves from this violence, including 
those of us who were lucky enough to somehow ob-
tain a Western passport. Handke, by contrast, easily 
received a Yugoslav passport from the Milošević re-
gime in 1999 while hundreds of thousands of Kosovo 

9	 Hemon, A, (2019), The Bob Dylan of Genocide Apologists, The New 
York Times, Oct. 16, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/15/
opinion/peter-handke-nobel-bosnia-genocide.html, accessed 
04/06/2021.



Adnan Delalić	 155

Albanians were being stripped of theirs.10 As Morri-
son says, “racism keeps you explaining, over and over 
again, your reason for being.”

To Peter Handke and his disciples, treating people 
from the Balkans as subhumans, denying genocide, 
deriding victims of war, trivializing our pain and fal-
sifying our history, means little. For them, this is just 
another intellectual parlour game, “just navel-gaz-
ing chatter.” For us, however, the “flatulence of the 
colonizer”11 is an attack on our war-torn subjectivities, 
salt rubbed into our wounds. Retraumatization, anxie-
ty, insomnia, depression. Weeks of (unpaid) emotional 
and intellectual labour. Every time a colonizer flatu-
lates again, we have to revisit what was written about 
it in 2014, 2010, 2006, 2003, 1999, 1996. Once again 
we find ourselves dredging up ICTY records and de-
fending well-documented facts against ‘alternative 
facts’.12 And yet, Bosnian genocide denial is getting 
worse. The truth seems to matter little in the face of 
intense Islamophobia and conspiracism.

Someone like Handke may feel entitled to chatter 
carelessly about marginalized people’s destinies and 
bystanders may or may not choose to address this. 
But we don’t have the privilege to ignore the harm 
caused. After all, you need to defend your very being. 
Aida Šehović, founder of the nomadic monument Što 

10	 Maass, P., (2019),. Why did Nobel winner Peter Handke have a secret 
passport from Milosevic-era Yugoslavia?, The Intercept, https://the-
intercept.com/2019/11/06/nobel-prize-literature-peter-handke-
yugoslavia-passport/, accessed 04/06/2021.

11	 Slapšak, S., (2019), Sorrow of the Nobel prize, Peščanik.net, https://
pescanik.net/peter-handke-sorrow-of-the-nobel-prize/, accessed 
04/06/2021.

12	 International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, 
https://www.icty.org/, accessed 08/06/2021.
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Te Nema,13 describes the effects of this “threat of com-
plete annihilation” in an open letter to the Nobel com-
mittee: “It has taken me days to realize that all of this, 
everything that I am experiencing is the trauma I car-
ry in my body, manifesting.”14 Genocide encompasses 
more than the acts of killing, denial is one aspect of it 
and language is crucial. As Predrag Dojčinović points 
out, even “a single speech act can be evidence of gen-
ocidal intent.”15

It should be emphasized that this is not just about 
Handke’s private opinions. He has been promoting 
denialist, apologist and nationalist narratives about 
the Yugoslav Wars in his literary works for more than 
two decades. So much for “separating the art from 
the artist”. The man himself, by the way, does not 
agree with this idea: “What I write and what I say 
cannot be separated.”16 Anyway, to be able to cre-
ate a safe space for highbrow racism, to declare art a 
sphere independent from such mundane matters as 
crimes against humanity, is a symptom of privilege. 
As Dženita Karić explains:17 

13	 Šehović., A., Blog Što te nema, https://www.aidasehovic.com/
stotenema, accessed 04/06/2021.

14	 Šehović, A., Open Letter to Swedish Academy, Blog Što te nema, 
Blogpost October 13, 2019, https://www.aidasehovic.com/s/
OpenLetter_to_SwedishAcademy_by_AidaSehovic.pdf, acce-
ssed 04/06/2021.

15	 Dojčinović. P. (2019), Propaganda and International Criminal 
Law: From Cognition to Criminality, Routledge, Taylor & Francis, 
https://books.google.de/books?id=oV-nuwEACAAJ, accessed 
04/06/2021.

16	 Preljević, V.. (2019) Wiederholungstäter Handke, DerStandard, 
https://www.derstandard.de/story/2000110471923/wiederho-
lungstaeter-handke, accessed 06/06/2021.

17	 Karić., Dž., 2019, Twitter post, Oct 11, https://twitter.com/DrD-
zenitaKaric/status/1182419863060414464, accessed 04/06/2021.
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“As Bosnians, Syrians, Albanians, we don’t have the 
privilege to think of the names of Chomsky, Handke 
and their ilk without knowing that what they thought 
and wrote robbed us of humanity. We do not have the 
privilege to simply disagree with them academically 
or on artistic grounds. We do not have the privilege 
to ignore, not again.”

Some commentators, particularly in Germany and 
Austria, seem to have forgotten every lesson of post-
war Vergangenheitsbewältigung.18 A major European 
institution awarding historical denialism the highest 
cultural honour (the official Nobel Prize bibliogra-
phy19 lists all of Handke’s Balkan-related works) and 
engaging in the very same behaviour,20 is a real po-
litical liability for the countries in the region. Yet an-
other demonstration of how little Europe cares about 
the Balkans. Alida Bremer observes that Handke’s 
defenders mostly seem to rely on his claims for their 
knowledge of the Balkans.21 To some degree, this may 
be because the memory of what happened in the Yu-
goslav Wars is fading from European consciousness. 
The moral and intellectual decline of the German-

18	 Vergangenheitsbewältigung, WikiZero https://www.wikizero.com/
en/Vergangenheitsbew%C3%A4ltigung, accessed 06/06/2021.

19	 The Nobel Prize in Literature 2019: Biobibliographical notes, 
https://www.nobelprize.org/uploads/2019/10/bio-bibliography-
literatureprize2019-3.pdf, accessed 04/06/2021.

20	 Maass, P., (2019) Stockholm Syndrome: The Nobel Prize Organiza-
tion Is Now Fully Engaged in the Business of Genocide Denial, The 
Intercept, https://theintercept.com/2019/11/20/peter-handke-no-
bel-prize-bosnian-genocide/, accessed 06/06/2021.

21	 Bemer, A. (2019), Die Spur des Irrläufers, Perlentaucher Online 
Kulturmagazin mit Presseschau, Rezensionen, Feuilleton https://www.
perlentaucher.de/essay/peter-handke-und-seine-relativierung-
von-srebrenica-in-einer-extremistischen-postille.html, accessed 
05/06/2021.



158 	 WINGS OF DENIAL

language discourse on Handke’s ‘Justice for Milošević’ 
activism from 1996 to 2019 is evident. 

Be that as it may, despite his artful obfuscations, 
there is nothing inconsistent or ambiguous about his 
positions. For instance, he openly supported Tomislav 
Nikolić in the 2008 presidential election in Serbia.22 So 
receptive was the extreme nationalist Serbian Radical 
Party23 to Handke offering himself as their poet lau-
reate, that its newspaper Velika Srbija (Greater Serbia) 
at that time campaigned with photos of the Nikolić-
Handke meeting (on page 14).24 Handke’s friend,25 the 
Serb nationalist cult director Emir Kusturica, clearly 
understands the political message of this award. For 
him, the Nobel victory confirms the idea that the in-
dependence of Kosovo should never be recognized.26 
Kusturica calls him an “apostle of truth.” A nationalist 
association launched an initiative to erect a bust of Pe-
ter Handke in Srebrenica.27 They want to honour his 

22	 Prljevic, V.,(2019) Handkes Serbien, Perlentaucher – Online Kultur-
magazin mit Presseschau, Rezensionen, Feuilleton, https://www.per-
lentaucher.de/essay/handkes-serbien.html, accessed 05/06/2021.

23	 Serbian Radical Party, (2017), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ser-
bian_Radical_Party, accessed 05/06/2021.

24	 Velika Srbija, Novine Srpske radikalne stranke, godina XIX, 
broj 3004, https://www.srpskaradikalnastranka.org.rs/files/iz-
davastvo/velika_srbija/VS3004.pdf, accessed 05/06/2021.

25	 Čvorović, G., Handkeu s ljubavlju vino i rakija iz Srbije: Kusturica 
i ministar Vukosavljević sa nobelovcem na večeri u Parizu, Novosti 
RS, http://www.novosti.rs/vesti/kultura.71.html:825737-Handkeu-s-
ljubavlju-vino-i-rakija-iz-Srbije-Kusturica-i-ministar-Vukosavljevic-
sa-nobelovcem-na-veceri-u-Parizu-FOTO, accessed 05/06/2021.

26	 ANDRIĆGRAD: Kusturica održao predavanje “Peter Handke – 
apostol istine”, https://opcija.net/andricgrad-kusturica-odrzao-
predavanje-peter-handke-apostol-istine/, accessed 07/06/2021.

27	 Salčinović, E.,(2019) Dobiva li Peter Handke bistu u Srebrenici?, 
Oslobođenje, https://www.oslobodjenje.ba/vijesti/bih/dobiva-li-pe-
ter-handke-bistu-u-srebrenici-499453, accessed 10/06/2021.
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“immeasurable merits in the struggle for justice and 
truth”, namely that he “disputed the Hague verdicts 
and denied genocide has occurred in Srebrenica.” 
Nationalists and revisionists feel emboldened and see 
the tide of history turning in their favour. The Nobel 
committee has fueled their ambitions. 

Handke fanboys in the Austro-German intelli-
gentsia remain blind to these political realities and 
then have the gall to slander diasporans as “clowns” 
and accuse them of “privatism” and “censorship”. 
This aggressive apologism is based on the myopic 
and racist idea that propagandizing for fascism and 
genocide is a-okay if it happens to a small country 
elsewhere. Because at home he’s still one of us. You 
see, they are the sole movers of History, while those 
Balkan people with their ancient hatreds don’t even 
get to work through the past. However, I’m not here 
to help them out of this inhuman lack of self-reflec-
tion, this particular idiocy.28 My concern is our sanity 
and dignity, my concern is self-defence.29 

As Aleksandar Hemon reminds us, “any survivor of 
genocide will tell you that disbelieving or dismissing 
their experience is a continuation of genocide. A gen-
ocide denier is an apologist for the next genocide.”30 

28	 Adorno., T, (1959), The Meaning of Working Through the Past, 
Communists in situ, https://cominsitu.wordpress.com/2019/08/07/
the-meaning-of-working-through-the-past-adorno-1959/, acce-
ssed 04/06/2021.

29	 Index of Articles on Peter Handke’s Nobel Prize, Blogpost Oc-
tober 20, 2019, https://medium.com/@adn/index-of-articles-on-
peter-handkes-nobel-prize-515060442ca5, accessed 04/06/2021.

30	 Hemon, A, (2019), The Bob Dylan of Genocide Apologists, The New 
York Times, Oct. 16, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/15/
opinion/peter-handke-nobel-bosnia-genocide.html, accessed 
06/06/2021.
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Genocide denial goes beyond the claim that literally 
nothing happened.31 More often than not it comes in 
the form of something happened but. Its shifting strat-
egies draw on a diverse arsenal of erasing, omitting, 
obscuring, distorting, minimizing, relativizing, de-
contextualizing, whatabouting, gaslighting, sealion-
ing, bullshitting, dog-whistling, concern-trolling, 
victim-blaming and many other techniques. It does 
not seek to establish facts but to destabilize them. It 
purports to seek the truth but aims to create the op-
posite: an ambience of uncertainty. The violence of 
genocide denial keeps the victims from mourning, 
healing and moving on. It is the continuation of Ratko 
Mladić’s motto for the siege of Sarajevo – “Let’s blow 
their minds, so they cannot sleep” – by other means. 

Handke certainly is a masterful practitioner of this 
art. He poeticizes nearly every denialist technique under 
the sun, to distract from the well-established truths about 
what happened in the Yugoslav Wars. And deliberately 
so. What Sartre said about antisemites also holds for gen-
ocide deniers, and perhaps conspiracism in general:32 

“Never believe that anti–Semites are completely 
unaware of the absurdity of their replies. They know 
that their remarks are frivolous, open to challenge. 
But they are amusing themselves, for it is their adver-
sary who is obliged to use words responsibly, since he 
believes in words.” 

31	 Charny W., I.,(2012) A Classification of Denials of the Holocaust 
and Other Genocides,: http://www.ihgjlm.com/a-classification-of-
denials-of-the-holocaust-and-other-genocides-updated-2012/, 
accessed 06/06/2021.

32	 Sartre, J.-P., (1948) Anti-Semite and Jew. Translated by G.J.Becker., 
http://abahlali.org/files/Jean-Paul_Sartre_Anti-Semite_and_Jew_
An_Exploration_of_the_Etiology_of_Hate__1995.pdf
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In A Journey to the Rivers, Handke suggests “the detour 
of recording certain trivialities” is more important for 
peace and reconciliation than “the evil facts.” In other 
words, Peter Handke’s poetry is more important than 
justice for the murdered and closure for the bereaved. 
“Get over it” is what the perpetrators say. It is not for 
nothing that denial is regarded as intrinsic to the geno-
cidal process. First, you kill them, then you erase their 
memory and ‘blow the minds’ of the survivors.

In post-war Germany, Theodor Adorno, more 
than anyone else, understood just how devastating 
the destruction of memory is: “The murdered are to 
be cheated out of the single remaining thing that our 
powerlessness can offer them: remembrance.”33 He 
also famously said that “to write poetry after Auschwitz 
is barbaric.”34 Well, for Handke, even writing poetry 
against the memory of the Bosnian genocide is not 
barbaric enough. He actively participates in its erasure 
on site. For instance, in 1998, he stayed at the Vilina 
Vlas35 hotel in Višegrad, which during the war was the 
site of genocidal rape.36 This was already a widely re-
ported fact when Handke previously visited the town 

33	 Adornom T., (1959), The Meaning of Working Through the 
Past, COMMUNISTS IN SITU, https://cominsitu.wordpress.
com/2019/08/07/the-meaning-of-working-through-the-past-
adorno-1959/, accessed 06/06/2021.

34	 Nosthoff,A.,V., (2014) Barbarism: Notes on the Thought of Theodor 
W. Adorno, CRITICAL LEGAL THINKING http://criticallegalthin-
king.com/2014/10/15/barbarism-notes-thought-theodor-w-ador-
no/, accessed 10/06/2021.

35	 Maass, P., The Nobel Prize, a Rape Camp in Bosnia, and Peter Handke, 
The Intercept, https://theintercept.com/2019/11/28/peter-handke-
nobel-prize-bosnia-rape-hotel/, accessed 06/06/2021.

36	 Beverly, A., (1996) Rape Warfare The Hidden Genocide in Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Croatia, https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-di-
vision/books/rape-warfare, accessed 04/06/2021.
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in 1996. And yet, in his account of the journey, he casts 
doubt on the crimes that had occurred in Višegrad. Of 
the 200 girls and women detained and sexually abused 
at Vilina Vlas, only a handful survived.37 The remains 
of most of the victims were uncovered only in 2010.38 
Their memory continues to be erased in Višegrad to-
day, while monuments39 for the perpetrators are being 
built there. Handke’s travel to Srebrenica and Višegrad, 
where he was courted by the nationalist post-genocide 
authorities, goes beyond denial: it is genocide triumphal-
ism.40 While the preparations for the first ICTY exhuma-
tion of the Srebrenica victims were underway, Handke 
was palling around and drinking with Karadžić loyal-
ists (including war crime suspects) in the vicinity of the 
mass graves. Wallah, It would take a PhD thesis to thor-
oughly analyze all of his ‘detours.’ 

The point about an apologist for the genocide of 
Muslims in Europe winning the Nobel Prize is not that 
it’s shocking, contradictory or un-European. The point 
is that it’s all too European. The way Handke gives wings 
to Greater Serbia motifs is little more than a highbrow 

37	 Amhemtašević, N., Jelačić, N., Boračić, S., (2006) Investigation: 
Visegrad rape victimes say their crie go unherd, Balkan Investigative 
Reporting Network, https://web.archive.org/web/20090618031047/
http:/www.bim.ba/en/32/10/1312, accessed 04/06/2021.

38	 Karčić, H., (2017), Uncovering the Truth: The Lake Perućac Exhu-
mations in Eastern Bosnia, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 
Volume 37, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/136
02004.2017.1294374, accessed 04/06/2021.

39	 Kovačević, D.,(2017) Bosnian Serbs Unveil Monument to Russian 
War Volunteers, Balkan Transitional Justice, https://balkaninsi-
ght.com/2017/04/12/bosnian-serbs-unveil-monument-to-russi-
an-war-volunteers-04-12-2017/, accessed 04/06/2021.

40	 Aljazeera, What are the 10 stages of genocide? https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/europe/2019/07/10-stages-genocide-190710112516344.
html, accessed 05/06/2021.
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version of how the Fascist International imagines the 
Balkans.41 Srebrenica survivor Emir Suljagić42 gets to 
the heart of it: “To award him the Nobel Prize in lit-
erature is to retroactively award Radovan Karadžić 
for being the first to imagine Europe without Mus-
lims.” The anti-Albanian racism that permeates some 
of Handke’s late works would have frequently trans-
lated into prosaic fear-mongering about ‘gang men-
tality’ and ‘Muslim hordes’ if coming from the pen of 
a lesser stylist. Whereas his jeering at Bosnian poets 
with a gibberish ‘Muslim-sounding’ name (“some Ali 
Muhmets“)43 and callous contempt for the Mothers of 
Srebrenica – both in his art (Die Tablas von Daimiel) and 
as an artist (“I don’t believe a word they say, I don’t buy 
into their grief.”)44 – is the kind of open racism Mus-
lims in Europe are subject to all the time. Moreover, 
Handke’s resentment of Muslim women continues in 
his fiction. At one point in his most recent novel Die 
Obstdiebin (The Fruit Thief), the narrator encounters 
veiled women on a train. He stares at them for pag-
es but fails to see them as fully human. They irritate 
him, the situation leaves him angered. His male gaze 
is reminiscent of Frantz Fanon’s study of the psychol-

41	 Delalić, A., The Balkans in Rightwing Mythology, Antidotezine, 
Blogpost 10/06/2019, https://antidotezine.com/2019/06/10/the-
balkans-in-rightwing-mythology/, accessed 04/06/2021.

42	 The writer is a survivor of Srebrenica, (2019) Handke’s Nobel Pri-
ze: Cauterizing Muslims from Europe’s history, Daily Sabah, https://
www.dailysabah.com/op-ed/2019/10/19/handkes-nobel-prize-cau-
terizing-muslims-from-europes-history, accessed 04/06/2021.

43	 Von Peter Von Becker (1999), Die Juden sind außer Kategorie, Der 
Tagesspiegel, https://www.tagesspiegel.de/kultur/die-juden-sind-
ausser-kategorie/73240.html, accessed 04/06/2021.

44	 Preljević, V., (2019) Wiederholungstäter Handke, Der Standard, 
https://www.derstandard.de/story/2000110471923/wiederholun-
gstaeter-handke, accessed 04/06/2021.
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ogy of French colonialism in Algeria: “This woman 
who sees without being seen frustrates the colonizer.”45

Speaking of France, it’s worth noting that Handke has 
a connection to the Nouvelle Droite.46 In 1996, he gave an 
interview to his safari companion47 Thomas Deichmann 
of ITN vs Living Marxism48 fame, where he calls the me-
dia a “Fourth Reich.” The English translation49 was pub-
lished in, you guessed it, Living Marxism50 – arguably the 
most notorious platform for Bosnian genocide denial. 
After losing the libel case against ITN, Living Marxism re-
branded as Spiked and has steadily become more right-
wing over the years. The French translation51 of the in-
terview was published in Éléments, a magazine edited by 
Alain de Benoist – one of the most influential52 fascist 

45	 Fanon F. (1965), A Dying Colonialism, Grove Press, http://aba-
hlali.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/Frantz-Fanon-A-Dying-
Colonialism.pdf

46	 Nouvelle Droite, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No-
uvelle_Droite, accessed 06/06/2021.

47	 Handke, P.(1996), A winter trip to the rivers Danube, Save, Morawa 
and Drina or Justice for Serbia, Shurkamp, Frankfurt am Main, 
https://handkeonline.onb.ac.at/node/1287, accessed 07/06/2021.

48	 Campbell, D. (2002) Atrocity,memory,photography: Imaging the 
concentration camps of Bosnia--the case of ITN versus Living 
Marxism , Part 1, Journal of Human Rights, 1:1, 1-33, DOI: 
10.1080/14754830110111544

49	 The original, full version of the interview was published in Novo, 
No22 May/June 1996, http://web.archive.org/web/20010521175837/
www.informinc.co.uk/LM/LM91/LM91_Handke.html, accessed 
06/06/2021.

50	 Living Marxism, WikiZer, https://www.wikizero.com/en/Living_
Marxism, accessed 10/06/2021.

51	 Hintz, P., (2019), Flâneur am rechten Rand, https://www.54books.
de/flaneur-am-rechten-rand/, accessed 06/06/2021.

52	 Chatterton Williams, T.,(2017) The French Origins of “You Will 
Not Replace Us”, The New Yorker, https://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2017/12/04/the-french-origins-of-you-will-not-repla-
ce-us, accessed 06/06/2021.
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intellectuals of our time. Then in 1999, Handke signed 
an ‘anti-war’ petition started by de Benoist.

This reframing of his pro-Milošević stance as op-
position to war is indicative of how the theorizing of 
this ideological godfather of the New Right often op-
erates. De Benoist’s syncretic approach seeks to blur 
the line between the seemingly emancipatory and the 
outright fascist (just like Limonov’s). He proposes, for 
instance, ‘right-wing readings’ of Marx53 and Marxian 
theorists like Antonio Gramsci54 and Moishe Postone.55 
De Benoist likes to hide his fascism behind ‘concern’ 
for the Third World, opposition to US Empire56 and 
euphemisms such as ethnopluralism.57 Unwittingly or 
not, Handke’s politics essentially follow the same pat-
tern. His apologists cite pacifism, media critique, op-
position to imperialism, “justice for Serbia” and what-
not as his impetus. And yet, this only ever translates 
into ethnic essentialism, nationalism (“one relating to 
a nation that is elsewhere”),58 Islamophobia and denial 
of, and thus support for, genocide.

53	 Kaiser, B., De Benoist, A., Fusaro, D., (2018) Marx from the right 
https://www.swr.de/swr2/literatur/Benedikt-Kaiser-Alain-de-Be-
noist-Diego-Fusaro-Marx-von-rechts,aexavarticle-swr-54762.
html, accessed 06/06/2021.

54	 Tamir Bar-on, (2016) Where Have All The Fascists Gone?, Taylor & 
Francis, https://books.google.de/books?id=N5KoDQAAQBAJ, 
accessed 10/06/2021.

55	 Trenkle, N., (2019) Die Kopfgeburten des Herrn Alain de Benoist, 
http://www.krisis.org/2019/die-kopfgeburten-des-herrn-de-be-
noist/, accessed 06/06/2021.

56	 Schlembach, R., (2014) Against Old Europe, https://www.taylorfrancis.
com/books/9781315566153/chapters/10.4324/9781315566153-9, 
accessed 10/06/2021. 

57	 Ethnopluralism, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eth-
nopluralism, accessed 04/06/2021.

58	 On Dogmatism and Denial, https://antidotezine.com/2018/03/22/
on-dogmatism-and-denial/, accessed 07/06/2021.



166 	 WINGS OF DENIAL

In the martial mythology of contemporary fas-
cists, revanchist nostalgia for struggles against the 
Ottoman Empire, slandering Muslims as “jihadists”, 
the portrayal of refugee movements as an “invasion” 
and slogans like “Stop the Great Replacement!” are 
all commonplace. No doubt then that Handke’s cas-
ual genocide denial in Die Tablas von Daimiel (The 
Tablas de Daimiel), where he calls the victims of 
Srebrenica “Muslim soldiers”,59 would excite many 
an alt-right crusader. In a remarkably blunt 2011 
interview with the obscure red-brown60 magazine 
Ketzerbriefe,61 which was conducted by notorious gen-
ocide deniers, Handke speculates that only 2,000 to 
4,000 people were murdered at Srebrenica. A mon-
strous example of the cheapest trick in the denialist 
book: baseless, contrarian chatter. In this interview, 
he also says he gave the 40,000 Deutsche Mark he 
made with book readings of A Journey to the Rivers to 
the post-genocide mayor of Srebrenica – Karadžić’s 
man. Handke even materially supports the erasure 
of the Bosnian genocide. 

Of somewhat greater, more ‘Nobel-worthy’ artist-
ry is the passage in Die Kuckucke von Velika Hoča (The 
Cuckoos of Velika Hoča) where he indirectly references 

59	 Korsika, A.,(2013) On Dogmatism and Denial, Antidote Zine, 
https://www.cicero.de/kultur/exklusiv-die-tablas-von-daimi-
el/45152, accessed 07/06/2021.

60	 An Investigation Into Red-Brown Alliances: Third Positionism, 
Russia, Ukraine, Syria, And The Western Left (2017), https://
libcom.org/library/investigation-red-brown-alliances-third-posi-
tionism-russia-ukraine-syria-western-left, accessed 10/06/2021.

61	 Bremer, A.(2019), Die Spur des Irrläufers, Perlentaucher – Onli-
ne Kulturmagazin mit Presseschau, Rezensionen, Feuilleton, 
https://www.perlentaucher.de/essay/peter-handke-und-seine-
relativierung-von-srebrenica-in-einer-extremistischen-postille.
html, accessed 06/06/2021.
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the SANU Memorandum62 of 1986, a milestone of Serb 
nationalism. He propagates its myth that Kosovo Alba-
nians are secretly plotting to commit genocide against 
Serbs. Hence, violence against them is preemptive 
and justified self-defence. According to the memo-
randum, the high birth rate of the (predominantly 
Muslim) Kosovo Albanians is a central component of 
their “indirect genocide” (Anders Breivik).63 This demo-
graphic jihad trope was used by Ratko Mladić to justify 
his crimes in Bosnia. He spoke of the Islamic world’s 
“demographic bomb.”

Handke’s most ingenious reinvention of Greater 
Serbia motifs can arguably be found in Sommerlich-
er Nachtrag zu einer winterlichen Reise (A Summer Ad-
dendum to a Winter’s Journey). There, he compares 
Karadžić’s besiegers of Sarajevo to Native Americans. 
In his view, both are freedom fighters up on the hill, 
fighting foreign invaders down in the valley. Both are 
being demonized as the aggressors in Western me-
dia and Western movies, respectively. In other words, 
Handke equates the real colonization of North Amer-
ica with the ‘anti-imperialist’ conspiracy theory that 
the Yugoslav Wars were all about a US-led plot against 
former NYC64 banker, Kissinger buddy and neoliber-
al65 reformist Slobodan Milošević and his proxies. An-

62	 SANU Memorandum, WikiZer, https://www.wikizero.com/en/
SANU_Memorandum, accessed 05/06/2021.

63	 The Norway killings Breivik’s Balkan obsession, The Economist, 
https://www.economist.com/eastern-approaches/2011/07/25/
breiviks-balkan-obsession, accessed 05/06/2021.

64	 LeBor, A., (2012), Milosevic: A Biography Bloomsbury Publishing, 
https://books.google.de/books?id=emfbmGIPSi4C, accessed 
06/06/2021.

65	 Karadjis, M., The Yugoslav Tragedy, A Marxist view, Bosnia, Koso-
vo & West, Resistance Book Sydney, https://books.google.de/bo
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other celebrity genocide denier66 and proponent of this 
‘theory’ spells out the logic: “Serbia is one of those dis-
orderly miscreants that impedes the institution of the 
US-dominated global system.” The culture of Bosnian 
genocide denial in the West (the hardcore variety, at 
least) is typically constituted by the syncretism of far-
right and far-left ideologies in service of Islamophobia 
and genocide. However, these ideas don’t only end up 
on neo-Nazi platforms like Stormfront. The same con-
spiracy theory67 that convinced some Nobel jurors to 
award Handke despite his support for Greater Serbia 
is, for instance, propagated by the ‘leading voice of 
the American left’, Jacobin Magazine.68 

Essentially the same idea as Handke’s spin on 
‘Cowboys and Indians’ appears in the manifesto of 
the Christchurch killer. The self-styled “kebab re-
movalist” and Karadžić fan Brenton Tarrant calls Ko-
sovo Albanians “Islamic occupiers” and bemoans the 
West’s failure to resolutely support the Serb nation-
alist ‘freedom fighters’. This is brought full circle by 

oks?id=fEpOL35TxD0C&pg=PA40&lpg=PA40&dq=%22Mil
o%C5%A1evi%C4%87+Commission%22&source=bl&ots=oK
kf42-Te7&sig=ACfU3U0hUqoLGveU_tPq9Dk1j4nRpFriXQ&
hl=de&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiOgdbu2fHlAhXKGewKHeiVC
nsQ6AEwE3oECAsQAQ#v=onepage&q=%22Milo%C5%A1ev
i%C4%87%20Commission%22&f=false, accessed 05/06/2021.

66	 Hudis, P.,(2005) Chomsky ignores lessons of wars on Kosovo, https://
libcom.org/library/chomsky-kosovo-marxist-humanism, accessed 
05/06/2021.

67	 Maass, P.(2019), Peter Handke won The Nobel Prize after two jurors 
fell for a Conspiracy Theory about the Bosnia War, The Intercept, 
https://theintercept.com/2019/11/14/peter-handke-nobel-prize-
bosnian-genocide-conspiracy/ accessed 04/06/2021.

68	 Gibbs, D., (2015) The Srebrenica Precedent, https://www.jacobin-
mag.com/2015/07/bosnian-war-nato-bombing-dayton-accords/, 
accessed 05/06/2021
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the fact that Handke was a groomsman69 for Novislav 
Ðajić’s wedding – the accordion player from the far-
right Remove Kebab70 meme, aka Dat Face Soldier. 
A war criminal71 who was sentenced in 1997. Ðajić is 
one of the protagonists in Handke’s 1999 play Die Fahrt 
im Einbaum oder Das Stück zum Film vom Krieg (Voyage 
by Dugout or The Play of the Film of the War), where 
the Yugoslav Wars are portrayed as a globalist con-
spiracy against Serbia and Dat Face Soldier is found 
not guilty. Øyvind Berg analysed the play in 2014 on 
the occasion of Handke winning the Ibsen Award:72

“The point of view in the play is easily recognizable 
as that of the Chetniks (Serb fascists) and the author 
himself shows up under the nickname “The Greek.” It’s 
known that Maldić’s forces took Srebrenica with the help 
of Greek Volunteers and before the massacre, two flags 
were raised over the town, a Serb one and a Greek one.”

In Rund um das Große Tribunal (Around the Grand 
Tribunal) from 2003, Handke goes on for pages about 
his “friend” Ðajić’s innocence and even quotes at length 
from an unpublished text written by Dat Face Soldier 
to promote the war criminal’s point of view on the 
crime he had committed. But separate the art from 
the artist, right?

69	 Trauzeuge beim Irrläufer, DIE ZEIT, 46/1999 https://www.zeit.
de/1999/46/Trauzeuge_beim_Irrlaeufer, accessed 05/06/2021.

70	 Apropaganda music video- Serbia Strong / Remove Kebab (1992) 
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/serbia-strong-remove-ke-
bab, accessed 05/06/2021.

71	 Novislav Djajic case, Bavarian Higher Regional Court, 23 May 
1997, https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/0/3EA89
2A1FB670B46412565FC00394EA5

72	 What´s Wrong With Handke? (2014), BIH News Platform, https://
bosnianewsplatform.wordpress.com/2014/12/20/whats-wrong-
with-handke, accessed 05/06/2021
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Handke’s disturbing appropriation of Native Amer-
ican struggles serves to embellish an old Greater Ser-
bia idea. In Serb ethno-nationalist mythology, Slav-
ic Muslims are seen as race traitors. They represent 
the separation of Slavdom from Western civiliza-
tion and embody the Ottoman domination over the 
Serbs. The existence of these Christ-killers73 (and, by 
extension, also Albanian Muslims), as well as their 
collaborators among the Serbs (i.e. non-nationalist 
Serbs), is what stands in the way of the resurrection 
of a purified ethnos. In this view, Serbs are indige-
nous, while Bosnians74 – and in particular Bosniaks 
– are rootless agents of outside forces and contami-
nated with the Orient, i.e. not an authentic Volk.75 In 
the 1990s, Bosnians were once again rumoured to be 
inviting in foreign powers, above all the USA, which 
reinforced the notion that they are, indeed, traitors 
deserving of elimination. Thus, Handke conceptual-
izes the crimes of Višegrad, Sarajevo and Srebrenica 
in essence as a twofold liberation struggle: against 
the Islamic yoke of olden times and the globalist yoke 
of today. Sure, every now and then he would vaguely 
admit that something ‘ugly’ had happened, but he’s 
not able to actually condemn these horrors. He can’t 
conceive of Ðajić, Mladić, Karadžić and Milošević as 
really guilty. For him, they are tragic figures caught 
up in forces beyond their control: history, modernity, 

73	 A. Sells, M.,(1998) The Bridge Betrayed Religion and Genocide in 
Bosnia, University of California Press. https://www.ucpress.edu/
book/9780520216624/the-bridge-betrayed, accessed 05/06/2021.

74	 Magaš, B., (2003), On Bosnianness, Nations and Nationalism 9(1). 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1469-8219.00072, 
accessed 05/06/2021

75	 Völkisch movement, https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/V%C3% 
B6lkisch_movement, accessed 05/06/2021.
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imperialism, globalization, Islamization and so on. As 
Karahasan notes, Handke collectivizes moral concepts 
like culpability and justice. It is he who transfers the 
responsibility for crimes committed by concrete indi-
viduals – Ðajić, Mladić, Karadžić, Milošević etc. – to 
‘the Serbs’ as such, and then grandstands as ‘their’ 
defender. “Such Serbs exist only in Handke’s and 
Milošević’s head,” concludes Karahasan.

The cult of ethnic purity in Serb nationalist ideol-
ogy very much appeals to fascists in the West, whose 
own blood and soil revival draws heavily on de Benoist’s 
theoretical work. What they see in the Greater Serbia 
project of the 1990s is the realization of their own 
cause: a fundamental reordering of space along ar-
chaic ethnic dividing lines, against Islam, multicul-
turality and globalism. Götz Kubitschek, one of the 
key thinkers of contemporary fascism in Germany, 
considers Handke’s ‘Justice for Serbia’ pamphlets 
part of the right-wing literary canon. Kubitschek him-
self witnessed post-war Bosnia as a volunteer for the 
peacekeeping force SFOR. This experience helped to 
shape his ethnocentric worldview. The book he wrote 
about his time in Bosnia, Raki am Igman (Raki at the 
Igman), may not be propagandistic kitsch, but the 
comparison to Handke’s ‘travelogues’ nevertheless 
suggests itself, at least politically. 

The Nobel Laureate’s fascination with the Greater 
Serbia ideology rhymes with his tendency to essen-
tialize ethnic identities. In a particularly revealing 
passage in Unter Tränen fragend (Asking through the 
Tears), Handke describes watching Milošević regime 
propaganda on TV during the NATO bombing cam-
paign in 1999. He affirms it as “naturgewachsen” (nat-
urally-grown) and marvels at Serbia’s “oldest and most 
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traditional dances” and “most beautiful folk costumes.” 
In his quest for primordial authenticity,76 Handke ho-
mogenizes ‘the Serbs’ (“Serbenvolk”), fetishizes them 
as noble savages and considers himself their saviour. 
However, when he speaks of ‘Serbia’ and ‘the Serbs’, 
what he usually means is Serb nationalism.77

In late 1996, Handke met with Jovan Divjak in 
Sarajevo.78 The meeting was arranged by Valentin 
Inzko, then the Austrian ambassador to Bosnia-Her-
zegovina. As a Bosnian Army general, Divjak had de-
fended his city79 against the Serb nationalist siege, 
which made him a Sarajevo legend. Handke asked 
him why he – as an ethnic Serb – remained in a Mus-
lim army. Divjak explained to him that it’s an army of 
Serbs, Croats, Muslims and all other citizens. It was 
his professional duty to side with the citizens against 
the onslaught. Divjak told him about the Markale 
massacres80 and the more than one thousand chil-

76	 Adorno., T., W., ( 1973) The Jargon of Authenticity, Northwestern 
Univ Press, https://books.google.de/books/about/The_Jargon_
of_Authenticity.html?id=5wIVDwD9pykC&redir_esc=y, acce-
ssed 05/06/2021.

77	 Prljevic, V:,(2019) Handkes Serbien, Perlentaucher – Online Kul-
turmagazin mit Presseschau, Rezensionen, Feuilleton, https://
www.perlentaucher.de/essay/handkes-serbien.html, accessed 
10/06/2021.

78	 Nobelpreisdebatte, Peter Handke und die Mär vom Rachema-
ssaker (2019), Der Standard https://www.derstandard.de/
story/2000110626189/peter-handke-und-die-maer-vom-
rachemassaker, accessed 10/06/2021.

79	 Sarajevo my Love (2013), The story of Jovan Divjak, an eth-
nic Serb who defended Sarajevo against Serb forces during the 
Bosnian war. Al Jazeera World, https://www.aljazeera.com/pro-
grammes/aljazeeraworld/2013/06/201361091927868566.html, 
accessed 10/06/2021.

80	 Markale massacres, Wikipedia, https://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Markale_massacres, accessed 04/06/2021
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dren that were killed during the siege. He also told 
him that Handke’s books too were burned in the de-
struction of Vijećnica.81 In August 1992, the Army 
of Republika Srpska82 targeted and set ablaze the 
neo-Moorish edifice which housed the National and 
University Library. Karadžić’s men sought to annihi-
late the cultural heritage of Bosnia-Herzegovina.83 In 
this memoricide,84 millions of books, historical docu-
ments and unique manuscripts were destroyed. As 
a public intellectual in the German-speaking world, 
Handke surely must be aware of Adorno’s descrip-
tion of the obliteration of memory as the devil’s in-
nermost principle. In Divjak’s recollection,85 though, 
he seemed uninterested and unmoved by what he 
had been told. Shortly before their conversation, 
Handke visited Karadžić in Pale, who was already 

81	 Bosnia’s cultural symbol reopens in Sarajevo, Al Jazeera English 
youtube video, May 9, 2014, https://youtu.be/8JU3z1YHCSc, 
accessed 06/06/2021.

82	 Republika Srpska, WikiZer, https://www.wikizero.com/en/Repu-
blika_Srpska, accessed 06/06/2021

83	 Walasek, H., The ICTY and the prosecution of crimes against cultural 
and religious property, https://heritage.sense-agency.com/, acce-
ssed 06/06/2021.

84	 Halilović, H.,(2013), Places of Pain: Forced Displacement, Popular 
Memory and Trans-local Identities in Bosnian War-torn Communities, 
Berghahn Books, https://books.google.de/books?id=6VlFAAAAQB
AJ&pg=PA103&lpg=PA103&dq=vije%C4%87nica+memoricide 
&source=bl&ots=XXdayIBWDw&sig=ACfU3U2Um9I3UKc
CbajHOp7bxgeP4KxbGg&hl=de&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwia
tenMvf_lAhXCoFwKHQiJDPMQ6AEwAXoECAgQAQ#v=o
nepage&q=vije%C4%87nica%20memoricide&f=false, acce-
ssed 06/06/2021.

85	 Brezo, B.,(2019), Presedan Nobelovog komiteta kojem se 
nadaju žrtve genocida, n1 info, http://ba.n1info.com/Vijesti/
a388845/Protest-Majki-zbog-nagrade-Handkeu.html, acce-
ssed 10/06/2021.
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wanted for genocide and crimes against humanity. 
The two poets86 drank Šljivovica and exchanged books. 

Denialism is at the core of the Greater Serbia ideol-
ogy. The irredentist claim made by Serb nationalists, 
that Bosnia is not a ‘real’ (ethnically-defined) country 
with a distinct history, culture and society but in fact 
a ‘lost’ territory of Greater Serbia, serves to legitimize 
its destruction. Bosnia’s disappearance is seen as nec-
essary for the establishment of a purified ethnostate. 
The ahistorical denial of Bosnia87 is intertwined with 
the denial of Bosniaks as a people. This dehumani-
zation sets them “outside the boundaries of nation, 
race, and people”88 and ultimately serves to deny (that 
is, to justify) genocide against them, both before and 
after the fact. If Bosniaks are a non-people (or just a 
spectre of ‘the Turks’ or actually Serbs-in-denial), you 
may be able to kill, displace, ‘cleanse’ or ‘take revenge’ 
on them randomly, but you can’t target them system-
atically on the basis of ethnicity – you can’t commit 

86	 Mc. Rabie, H., (2014), What should we do about Radovan Karadžić’s 
poetry?, Open democracy https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/5050/
what-should-we-do-about-radovan-karadzics-poetry/, accessed 	
06/06/2021.

87	 Mahmutćehajić, R.,(2000),The Denial of Bosnia, Penn State Uni-
versity Press, http://www.psupress.org/books/titles/0-271-02030-x.
html, accessed 06/06/2021.

88	 Sells, M., A., The Bridge Betrayed: Religion and Genocide in Bo-
snia, University of California Press, https://books.google.de/bo
oks?id=0bcwDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA51&lpg=PA51&dq=%22s
ets+the+Slavic+Muslims+outside+the+boundaries+of+n
ation,+race,+and+people%22&source=bl&ots=1z43aQDh-
E4&sig=ACfU3U0GoQ7Hv2ljHo_dUynEbRLk8UCJRw&hl=d
e&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiF2rXD24XmAhWHsKQKHSDwBO
AQ6AEwAnoECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=%22sets%20the%20
Slavic%20Muslims%20outside%20the%20boundaries%20of%20
nation%2C%20race%2C%20and%20people%22&f=false, acce-
ssed 06/06/2021.
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genocide against them. Handke propagates this idea 
in a recent, post-Nobel interview as well as in A Jour-
ney to the Rivers, written a few months after the Sre-
brenica genocide: “[...] if the Serbo-Croatian-speaking 
Muslim descendants of Serbs in Bosnia are in fact a 
people.”89 The original German version90 contains an 
extra layer of mockery because he chose to call Bosniaks 
“Muselmanen” – an archaic, jocular term for Muslims 
as well a slang term91 for irreversibly exhausted, eman-
cipated and apathetic captives of Nazi concentration 
camps. Primo Levi described them as “the weak, the 
inept, those doomed to selection.”92

With all of this in mind, the meaning of another 
of Handke’s favourite tropes becomes clear. He likes 
to justify the Srebrenica genocide by painting it as an 
act of revenge. To this end, he evokes a mysterious 
“Vor-Geschichte” (pre-history). In order to deny the 
genocidal intent of the perpetrators, Handke points 
to earlier atrocities by the Bosnian Army (while omit-
ting the broader genocidal context in Eastern Bos-
nia93 since 1992). Moreover, this move doubles as a 

89	 Greinter, U., Spielen Sie jetzt Tribunal, interview with Peter 
Handke, Zeit Online https://web.archive.org/web/20191120115940/
https:/www.zeit.de/2019/48/peter-handke-literaturnobelpreis-kri-
tik-serbien-interview/komplettansicht, accessed 06/06/2021.

90	 Peter Handkes Reisebericht “Gerechtigkeit für Serbien”: Teil 
I ( 2019), Suddeutsche Zeitung, https://www.sueddeutsche.de/
kultur/peter-handke-gerechtigkeit-fuer-serbien-reisereportage-
reisebericht-1.4647433, accessed 06/06/2021.

91	 Muselmann, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musel-
mann, accessed 06/06/2021.

92	 If This Is a Man, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/If_
This_Is_a_Man, accessed 06/06/2021

93	 Karčić, H., (2015), Blueprint for genocide: the destruction of Muslims 
in Eastern Bosnia, Open Democracy, https://www.opendemocracy.
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dog-whistle for another Vor-Geschichte – the Ottoman 
domination over the Serbs. When Handke speaks of 
revenge, inevitably Ratko Mladić’s words from July 
11, 1995, in Srebrenica come to mind: “The time has 
come to take revenge on the Turks in this region.”

Echoing his own words:94 Peter Handke is a writ-
er, he comes from Njegoš,95 from D. Ćosić,96 from 
Karadžić. Leave him in peace and don’t ask him ques-
tions like that.

Handke, who actually praised97 the poetry98 of 
Radovan Karadžić, is in many respects the poet of 
our times. His antisemitic abuse of the literary crit-
ic and Holocaust survivor Marcel Reich-Ranicki,99 
suspicion that George Soros,100 among others, is re-

net/en/can-europe-make-it/blueprint-for-genocide-destruction-
of-muslims-in-eastern-bosnia/, accessed 06/06/2021.

94	Oltermann, P.,(2019) Peter Handke hits out at criticism of Nobel 
win, The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/
oct/16/peter-handke-hits-out-at-criticism-of-nobel-win, accessed 
07/06/2021.

95	The Mountain Wreath, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
The_Mountain_Wreath, accessed 07/06/2021.

96	Kellog., C,(2011) The mysterious hoax Nobel Literature Prize website, 
Los Angeles Times, https://latimesblogs.latimes.com/jacketco-
py/2011/10/the-hoax-nobel-literature-prize-website.html, acce-
ssed 07/06/2021.

97	ChristianSeiler.com, Peter Handke interview, http://www.chri-
stianseiler.com/peter-handke.html, accessed 08/06/2021.

98	Roming, R., (2008), Can Poetry Be a War Crime?, The NewYor-
ker, https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/can-poetry-
be-a-war-crime, accessed 06/06/2021.

99	http://m-reich-ranicki.de/index.php?content=http://m-reich-
ranicki.de/content_themen_freundeFeinde.html 

100	Fetscher, C., (2019), Debate about Peter Handke, Handke makes 
perpetrators into victims Der Tagesspiegel, https://www.tagesspie-
gel.de/kultur/debatte-um-peter-handke-handke-macht-taeter-
zu-opfern/25142378.html, accessed 08/06/2021.
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sponsible for the “Welt-Krieg” (world-war) on Yu-

goslavia and chatter about “Soros democrats”;101 

his animus against the  ‘lying press’;102 his geno-

cide tourism and triumphalism as a harbinger103 of 

Western Assadism;104 his humanizing of Adolf Hitler 

and sympathy for some “fascist violence”;105 his do-

mestic violence,106 disdain for the #MeToo move-

ment107 and misogynistic abuse of the anti-Milošević 

101	A long farewell to Yugoslavia, In an interview with Martin 
Meyer and Andreas Breitenstein, Peter Handke discusses what 
happened in the break-up of the former Yugoslavia, (2006), 
http://www.signandsight.com/features/819.html, accessed 
08/06/2021.

102	Nesbit, D., (2016), Donald Trump Supporters Are Using a Nazi 
Word to Attack Journalists, Time, https://time.com/4544562/do-
nald-trump-supporters-lugenpresse/, accessed 06/06/2021.

103	Uğur Ümit Üngör, Narrative war is coming (2019), https://www.
aljumhuriya.net/en/content/narrative-war-coming, accessed 
04/06/2021.

104	Idrees Ahmad, M, (2019) Junket journalism in the shadow of ge-
nocide, Al Jazeera, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/
junket-journalism-shadow-genocide-190914121639788.html, 
accessed 10/06/2021.

105	Visit to Peter Handke (1978), André Müller, “Entblößungen”, Gol-
dmann, 1979, http://elfriedejelinek.com/andremuller/peter 
handke 1978.html, accessed 07/06/2021.

106	Handke, P.,(1999) Den Bergschuh im Unterleib, https://www.
spiegel.de/kultur/literatur/peter-handke-den-bergschuh-im-un-
terleib-a-24228.html, accessed 10/06/2021.

107	Bremer, A., (2019), Handke und der Balkan – Nobelpreis in den 
falschen Händen, DW.com, https://www.dw.com/de/handke-und-der-
balkan-nobelpreis-in-den-falschen-h%C3%A4nden/a-50794184, 
accessed 07/06/2021.
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dissident Biljana Srbljanović;108 his Trumpesque vul-
garity and “offending the audience” etc.109

In an open letter,110 several associations of Bos-
nian wartime victims don’t beat around the bush: to 
award Peter Handke is to award fascism. Or as Edin 
Hajdarpašić remarked, “1990s Bosnia also taught 
the fundamental lesson of the twentieth century: 
No pasarán!”111 Seemingly oblivious to this lesson is 
Henrik Petersen, member of the Nobel committee, 
who justified the decision as follows: “In 50 years... Pe-
ter Handke, just like Beckett, will be among the most 
obvious choices the Swedish Academy ever made, of 
that I am certain.”112 Well, he’s got a point. Consider-
ing where “the world, the so-called world,” is heading, 
that’s a fairly obvious prediction. Or as pointed out 
by Jean Baudrillard,113 the rare Western intellectual 
who understood the paradoxical role of the Bosnian 

108	Ich bin ein Idiot im griechischen Sinne (2007), Der Schrift-
steller Peter Handke im Interview, https://www.profil.at/home/
ich-idiot-sinne-182406, accessed 09/06/2021.

109	Offending the Audience, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Offending_the_Audience, accessed 04/06/2021.

110	Radio Sarajevo, Handke / Udruženja žrtava iz BiH uputila pro-
testno pismo: Ovo je završna faza genocida!, https://www.radio-
sarajevo.ba/metromahala/teme/udruzenja-zrtava-iz-bih-uputila-
protestno-pismo-ovo-je-zavrsna-faza-genocida/354984, accessed 
10/06/2021.

111	Hajdarpašić., E., Twitter post Oct 26, 2019, https://twitter.com/_
edinh/status/1188063260525944838, accessed 08/06/2021.

112	Flood, A.,(2019) Swedish Academy defends Peter Handke’s con-
troversial Nobel win, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/
oct/21/swedish-academy-defends-peter-handkes-controversial-
nobel-win, accessed 08/06/2021.

113	Baudrillard, J., FOUR No Pity for Sarajevo; The West’s Serbiani-
zation; When the West Stands In for the Dead, in This Time We Knew: 
Western Responses to Genocide in Bosnia (1996), Meštrović. S., G., 
Cushman, T., NYU Press, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qfngn.7?
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genocide for the West: the Serb nationalists “are Eu-
rope’s cutting edge. The ‘real’ Europe in the making 
is a white Europe, a bleached Europe that is morally, 
economically, and ethnically integrated and cleansed.” 
This vision is unlikely to displease our Nobel Laure-
ate for he locates the true Europe in Serbia and Re-
publika Srpska. That is, his own imagined114 Greater 
Serbia. The “purity” he finds there, he says,115 is not 
“alive” in France or Germany.

The Nobel Prize in Literature is awarded to “the 
most outstanding work in an idealistic direction.”116 The 
ideal, in this case, is the “painful but realistic restora-
tion of Christian Europe.”117 Handke’s is the poetry of 
Remove Kebab. It truly does represent this morally, 
spiritually indefensible civilization.118 Congratulations 
on the well-deserved award.

refreqid=excelsior%3A45e13fb4d419907d7a67877acdafe440&seq 
=1#metadata_info_tab_contents, accessed 09/06/2021.

114	Todorova, M.,(2009) Imagining the Balkan, Oxford Universiy Pre-
ss, https://global.oup.com/academic/product/imagining-the-bal-
kans-9780195387865?cc=de&lang=en&, accessed 10/06/2021.

115	Ðorđević, B., Peter Handke: Čistota još diše u Srbiji, Novosti RS, 
http://www.novosti.rs/vesti/kultura.71.html:428592-Peter-Handke-
Cistota-jos-dise-u-Srbiji, accessed 09/06/2021.

116	The will of Alfred Nobel from 27 November, 1895, https://
www.nobelprize.org/alfred-nobel/alfred-nobels-will/, accessed 
10/06/2021.

117	Branch T. (2009), Sharing Secrets In ‘The Clinton Tapes’, NPR, 
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=113269412

118	Césaire, A., (2000)Discourse on Colonialism, Montly Review Press, New 
York, https://books.google.de/books?id=yaDLD4O5MdIC&pg=PA3
2&lpg=PA32&dq=%22morally,+spiritually+indefensible%22&sour
ce=bl&ots=BADPkqYq2c&sig=ACfU3U2JAztE0JJFXror_FEXSjJFY
XkfkQ&hl=de&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjJnOa2qcTlAhWoM-wKHX1-
CgUQ6AEwB3oECAYQBA#v=onepage&q=%22morally%2C%20
spiritually %20indefensible%22&f=false, accessed 10/06/2021.



Serb Authorities Want Tourists to Stay in a 
Hotel That Was Once a Rape Camp

Ehlimana Memišević*

On July 5, 2020, the public broadcasting service of Bos-
nia and Herzegovina – Radio Television of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina – reported that the Tourist Board with 
the support of the municipality of Visegrad started a 
promotional tourist campaign with the slogan “We 
are waiting for you in Visegrad”. They also provided 
gift vouchers as a way to attract tourists. It is reported 
that hotel Visegrad, hotel Vilina Vlas and Andricgrad 
are participating in the campaign.

Hotel Vilina Vlas, was one of the infamous rape camps 
in 1992.1 Though the incidents took place before the 
1995 Srebrenica genocide, it is important on its anniver-

*	 Ehlimana Memisevic is an assistant professor at the Depart-
ment of Legal History and Comparative Law, Faculty of Law, 
University of Sarajevo. This article was originally published on 
TRTWorld on July 11, 2020, https://www.trtworld.com/opinion/
serb-authorities-want-tourists-to-stay-in-a-hotel-that-was-once-
a-rape-camp-38050

1	 Emma Graham-Harrison, “Back on the tourist trail: the ho-
tel where women were raped and tortured”, The Guardian, 28 
January 2018; https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/28/
bosnia-hotel-rape-murder-war-crimes, accessed: 20 July 2021.
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sary to remember the dehumanisation that led us to that 
point, and how willing people are to forget the crimes. 

It is suspected that at least 200 Bosnian girls and 
women were held at Vilina Vlas and systematically 
raped “in order to be inseminated by the Serb seed”2 
as one of the victims of rape from Visegrad was told 
by her rapist.

Visegrad is a small town in eastern Bosnia. In 1991, 
there were twenty-one thousand inhabitants. In what 
has come to be known as ethnic cleansing, which is an 
euphemism for genocide, Visegrad’s Bosnian Muslim 
population, a majority at the time (63 percent) was al-
most completely erased.

In a public spectacle, Bosnian civilians were brought 
on a mass scale to the famous Mehmed Pasa Sokolovic 
bridge, murdered and thrown into the Drina river.

The UNESCO World Heritage Site, Mehmed Pasa 
Sokolovic bridge, built in the 16th century by the Ot-
tomans, which Nobel Award winner Ivo Andric wrote 
about in his book The Bridge on the Drina, was also used 
for the mass murder of Bosniaks in World War II. In 
October 1943 alone, around fifteen hundred Bosnians 
were killed at the bridge by Draza Mihailovic’s Chetniks.3

The killings on the bridge in 1992 were so massive 
that Visegrad police inspector Milan Josipovic, as re-
ported by Guardian journalist, Ed Vulliamy, received 
“a macabre complaint from downriver, from the man-
agement of Bajina Basta hydro-electric plant across 
the Serbian border.”4

2	 Edina Bećirević, Genocide on the Drina River (Yale University 
Press, 2014), p. 117

3	 Edina Bećirević, Genocide on the Drina River, p.124
4	 Ed Vulliamy, “Bloody Trail of Butchery at the Bridge”, The 

Guardian, 11 March 1996.
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The plant’s director requested to “slow the flow of 
corpses down the Drina,” since they “were clogging 
up the culverts in his dam at such a rate that he could 
not assemble sufficient staff to remove them.”5 

Victims’ bodies were hidden in mass graves,6 some-
times burned in order to remove any evidence of the 
crime, and sometimes dug up again and transferred 
by trucks and mechanical diggers to several ‘second-
ary’ and even ‘tertiary’ mass graves. In many cases ra-
vines, rivers and lake beds were used as mass graves.7

Besides killing people at the bridge in the spring and 
summer of 1992, Bosnian civilians were burned alive. On 
two distinct occasions, on 14 and 27 June 1992, more 
than 140 civilians, mostly women and children includ-
ing a two-day-old infant, were locked in two houses in 
Pionirska Street and Bikavac which were then set ablaze.

The rape was part of a systematic, genocidal set of 
crimes committed with the aim of exterminating the 
Bosnian population as Edina Becirevic pointed out.8

One of the most infamous rape camps was the hotel 
Vilina Vlas,9 located seven kilometres from town. The 

5	 Ed Vulliamy, “Bloody Trail of Butchery at the Bridge”.
6	 Albina Sorguc, “Bosnia Discovers Wartime Mass Grave in 

Visegrad”, Balkan Insight, 12 July 2019. https://balkaninsight.
com/2019/07/12/bosnia-discovers-wartime-mass-grave-in-viseg-
rad/, accessed: 20 July 2021.

7	 Hikmet Karčić, “Uncovering the Truth: The Lake Perućac Ex-
humations in Eastern Bosnia”, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 
37 (1), 2017, pp. 114-128, https://doi.org/10.1080/13602004.2
017.1294374

8	 Edina Bećirević, Genocide on the Drina River, p. 117
9	 Peter Maass, “The Rapes in Bosnia: A Muslim Schoolgirl’s Ac-

count”, The Washington Post, 27 December 1992: https://www.
washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1992/12/27/the-rapes-in-
bosnia-a-muslim-schoolgirls-account/4c85d87f-18ea-4b1f-bc02-
7b456e971a99/, accessed: 20 July 2021.
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Court of Bosnia and Herzegovinasentenced to sixteen 
years a member of the Republika Srpska police force, 
Zeljko Lelek, for crimes against humanity in Visegrad, 
including for the crime of rape.10

One of his victims of rape in Vilina Vlas was Jas-
mina Ahmetspahic, who ended her life (and further 
rape) by jumping out of the window of the Vilina Vlas 
hotel, after being raped for four days.11

In the process of the erasure of the memory, an 
important part of the ethnic cleansing, the Serbs who 
controlled Visegrad after the war reopened the Vilina 
Vlas as the spa hotel it used to be.

Foreign visitors were encouraged to stay. Kym Ver-
coe, an actress from Sydney, stayed in Vilina Vlas in 
summer 2008, after her Belgrade friends recommend-
ed her to visit Visegrad. 12

After a sleepless night and learning that a hotel was 
one of the most infamous rape camps in 1992, upon 
her return to Australia she wrote a play Seven Kilome-
tres North East: Performance on Geography, Tourism and 
Crime, which deals, “simultaneously, with the concepts 
of ignorance, geography, tourism and crime”.13

10	 Edina Bećirević, “Hotel Vilina Vlas, Višegrad – Then and Now, 
Commemorating Rape Victims”, Spirit of Bosnia, 07 (2), 2012. 
http://www.spiritofbosnia.org/v7n2/hotel-vilina-vlas-visegrad-then-
and-now-commemorating-rape-victims/, accessed: 20 July 2021.

11	 Chris Hedges, “From One Serbian Militia Chief, A Trail of Plun-
der and Slaughter”, The New York Times, 25 March 1996. https://
www.nytimes.com/1996/03/25/world/from-one-serbian-militia-chief-
a-trail-of-plunder-and-slaughter.html, accessed: 20 July 2021.

12	 Cait Kelly, „The hotel where women were raped and tortured 
and men executed during the Bosnian war is STILL open for 
business“, Daily Mail, 28 February 2018, https://www.dailymail.
co.uk/travel/travel_news/article-5393841/Vilina-Vlas-hotel-used-
rape-camp-Bosnian-war.html, accessed: 20 July 2021.

13	 Edina Bećirević, “Hotel Vilina Vlas, Višegrad”.
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Apparently one of theguests was the Austrian writ-
er, Peter Handke,14 who received the Nobel Prize for 
the Literature for 2019. Handke, a Milosevic apol-
ogist15 continuously denied genocide and the oth-
er atrocities committed by Serbs against Bosnians. 
He described Srebrenica as a “revenge massacre“ 
for “earlier Muslim killings of Serbs” and in a man-
ner of subtle denialism questioned the guilt and the 
role of Milan Lukic, by casting the doubt on already 
proven facts. 16

Milan Lukic was sentenced by the International 
Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia to life in prison for 
war crimes including murder, cruelty, persecution and 
other crimes against humanity committed in Viseg-
rad in 1992 and 1993.17

On the day when the survivors from Visegrad mourned 
the anniversary of the burning to death of around 140 
people, the Public institution Rehabilitation Center ‘Vili-
na Vlas’ Visegrad announced that it was offering tourist 
vouchers for catering and health services.18

14	 Peter Maass, “The Nobel Prize, a Rape Camp in Bosnia, and 
Peter Handke”, The Intercept, 28 November 2019, https://thein-
tercept.com/2019/11/28/peter-handke-nobel-prize-bosnia-rape-
hotel/, accessed: 20 July 2021.

15	 Aleksandar Hemon, “‘The Bob Dylan of Genocide Apologists’”, 
The New York Times, 15 October 2019, https://www.nytimes.
com/2019/10/15/opinion/peter-handke-nobel-bosnia-genocide.
html, accessed: 20 July 2021.

16	 Peter Maass, “How the Nobel Prize Succumbed to the Literary 
Art of Genocide Denial”, The Intercept, 26 October 2019, htt-
ps://theintercept.com/2019/10/26/nobel-prize-literature-peter-
handke-genocide/?comments=1, accessed: 20 July 2021.

17	 Judgement, Prosecutor v. Milan Lukić, Sredoje Lukić, IT-98-32/1-T 
(20 July 2009)

18	 https://vilinavlas.com/promo/turisticki-vauceri/, accessed: 20 
July 2021.



Ehlimana Memišević	 185

A tourist voucher is a document issued by the Min-
istry of Trade and Tourism of Republika Srpska based 
on which the user of the voucher is entitled to a subsidy.

“We want to use digital promotional tools to show 
tourists from Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia that 
they can come and spend a few days in Visegrad, be-
cause it is a destination where they will have the most 
diverse tourist facilities,” it said.

Dusana Bukvic, the director of the Rehabilitation 
Center Vilina Vlas said: “The promotional campaign 
‘We are waiting for you in Visegrad’ is a great oppor-
tunity to attract more tourists to our region and we 
supported the idea and gave our facilities as a prize. 
Thus we want to show that we have something to of-
fer and expect all who come to come back and bring 
new guests.”

The fact that the rape camp is advertised as a place 
for rehabilitation, that the government of the Republika 
Srpska is subsidising people’s accomodation and the 
fact that this is reported in the public service of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina show how far denialism has come.

While many of the survivors are still searching for 
the bones of their loved ones, hoping that Drina or 
the former neighbour will uncover the truth of what 
had happened to them, they have to fight yet one 
battle: for truth and memory. The committed crimes 
and their experience have been continuously denied, 
minimised, relativised, and belittled.

Genocide and the other crimes and their perpetrators 
are even celebrated and glorified and serve as an inspiration 
for terrorists and far-right extremists around the world. 19

19	 Azeem Ibrahim, Hikmet Karčić, “The Balkan Wars Created a 
Generation of Christian Terrorists”, Foreign Policy, 24 May 2019, 
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All this points to the threat that Deborah Lipstadt 
warned us about in her book that the denial of the 
genocide is not an assault on the history of one par-
ticular group, but it poses a threat to all who believe 
that knowledge and memory are among the keystones 
of our civilization and to all who believe in the ulti-
mate power of reason.20

Visegrad is “a destination where tourists will have 
the most diverse tourist facilities” such as sleeping in 
the rooms and even beds in Vilina Vlas hotel where 
hundreds of women, many underaged, were systemati-
cally and cruelly raped. Many were not lucky enough 
to survive such a horrific experience and were swal-
lowed up by the Drina river or disappeared in flames 
never to be found again.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/05/24/the-balkan-wars-created-
a-generation-of-christian-terrorists/?fbclid=IwAR3eWkosiy-
te5rACvCIGmwXgiudiG-Tgkd1KXrmNFMM3hkhEywL7l-
Nem9E, accessed: 20 July 2021.

20	 Deborah E. Lipstadt, Denying the Holocaust: The Growing Assault 
on Truth and Memory (New York:Plume, 1994), pp. 19-20



Srebrenica: Culmination  
of a Four-Year Genocide

Emir Suljagić*

After years of sleeping on a mattress on the floor, I 
decided to have my house thoroughly renovated. A 
neighbor readily offered me his help as well as a place 
to stay for the duration of the construction. His house 
is in a different part of the village, on the bank of the 
local river. This is the part of the village that was first 
settled by our ancestors in the late 1880’s, the result 
of yet another concession of the retreating Ottoman 
Empire. I never gave much thought to this until the 
war broke out. The toughest people I knew through-
out what most of us imprecisely call “the war” came 
from that part of the village.

At one point during the siege of Srebrenica, I had 
an unfortunate encounter with some petty criminals 
in the enclave. Because of my “privileged” position as 
an interpreter, I could go to the semblance of author-
ity that existed in the enclave and complain. It was 

*	 Director of the Srebrenica Memorial Center. This article was 
originally published on AA on July 9, 2020, https://www.aa.com.
tr/en/analysis/opinion-srebrenica-culmination-of-a-four-year-
genocide/1904571. 



188 	 SREBRENICA: CULMINATION OF A FOUR-YEAR GENOCIDE

handled, and as a result I was henceforth left alone. A 
few weeks later, I was visited by a group of my pre-war 
neighbors, all of whom were a few years older than I 
was. They accosted me at the town’s Post Office where 
I worked for one of the UN agencies, and told me in 
no uncertain terms that they felt betrayed by the fact 
that I had chosen to go to outsiders for help. They 
told me that I was under their protection, and that if 
anything similar were to happen in the future I was 
to tell them first. I have never been so moved in my 
life, before or after.

As the 25th anniversary of the fall of Srebrenica and 
the culmination of the Bosnian genocide approaches, 
I think more and more about all the lives lost in the 
enclave before July 1995.

During the first year of the war, the siege of Sre-
brenica was uniquely characterized by large groups of 
civilians crossing the confrontation line at night, re-
turning to their villages in search of food. The Serbs 
often ambushed them, killing and maiming many. No 
one counted the dead. Some were captured and treated 
barbarically. Many of my friends, neighbors, and rela-
tives --including my father-- went on those overnight 
“excursions” into what had become enemy territory. 
I remember my father clutching a small, black hand 
grenade, the only weapon that he could find, which 
he took with him in case he was captured.

The events of July 1995 did not take place in a his-
torical, social, political or military vacuum. To borrow 
a phrase from Raphael Lemkin, we were attacked on 
all fronts of our existence. Around a dozen elderly 
men and women, who were unable to leave the vil-
lage on account of their advanced age, were burnt 
alive in a house where they stayed together, seeking 
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safety and comfort in numbers. Our villages were 
thoroughly pillaged and often razed to the ground. 
We were stripped of our livelihoods, our worldly pos-
sessions, and any source of stability or hope for the 
future. Choosing to live meant trying to survive “in 
the woods”. The uncertainty which characterized our 
daily lives was complete. People went from village to 
village seeking safety and shelter, only to relive the 
same experiences of terror, destruction and loss. Ru-
ral eastern Bosnia was raped and pillaged for three 
and a half years before the genocidal operation in 
Srebrenica was even underway.

The antiseptic nature of the judicial process which 
established the facts of the genocide in July 1995 be-
lies the full extent of the carnage unleashed on the 
rural population of eastern Bosnia. This violence was 
not a function of chaos or “ancient hatreds”; it was 
the carefully choreographed result of a political de-
cision made by the Bosnian Serb leadership. In May 
1992, the secessionist “assembly”, which had been es-
tablished the previous October by Radovan Karadzic, 
adopted as one of its “strategic goals” the elimina-
tion of the Drina River as a border between Bosnia 
and Serbia – “a border between two worlds”, as some 
in the Bosnian Serb leadership put it. This directive 
could only be implemented through the elimination 
of Bosniaks from that part of the country where they 
formed a demographic majority, whom the Bosnian 
Serb leadership viewed as alien and inherently hos-
tile population. In support of this end, Serbia’s se-
cret services and the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) 
continuously supplied the local Serb population 
with armaments and supported them in various ways 
throughout their attack on eastern Bosnia.



190 	 SREBRENICA: CULMINATION OF A FOUR-YEAR GENOCIDE

People were murdered by the hundreds on a week-
ly basis. Some were detained in camps that although 
temporary, were built for the specific purposes of tor-
ture and murder. Women were raped, often kept in 
private houses in deserted Bosniak or mixed villages 
and raped until pregnant. Others, after being terror-
ized and pauperized, were brutally deported. That is 
the context in which the genocide in Srebrenica took 
place. Those are the horrors which were visited upon 
us, and which we resisted against all odds until the 
moment of our execution. That is the evil which, af-
ter a grueling three-and-a-half year struggle, finally 
caught up with us in July 1995.

The commemoration of the 25th anniversary of the 
Srebrenica genocide is going to be radically different 
from previous years. As we organize this year’s event, 
we are faced with a number of unprecedented chal-
lenges. These include not only the recent pandemic 
which has ground many of the world’s ordinary opera-
tions to a halt, but also an openly hostile environment 
where genocide denial is pervasive. Yet our message 
this year is clear: we mourn the fall of Srebrenica and 
the lives which were tragically lost in July 1995, and 
recognize that Srebrenica was only the center of grav-
ity of the Bosnian genocide. Those of us who survived 
this attack on our physical, cultural, and spiritual ex-
istence will not allow anyone else to define that expe-
rience for us.

As the renovation works are slowly coming to an 
end, I feel unusually excited about moving back in my 
own house. I moved out of the house that stood in its 
place in May 1992 and which was razed to the ground 
a few months later. I moved back in a year after my 
grandfather died in it, having returned in 2001.
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It is strange that I should feel hopeful and per-
haps peaceful in the place that signifies so much of 
my personal trauma. I believe it is because I know 
what was on the horizon back in the 1990’s. We were 
meant to disappear.
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