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EUROPE AFTER 1989: 
ETHNIC WARS, THE FASCISATION OF SOCIAL LIFE 

AND BODY POLITICS IN SERBIA

Z arana  P apić

T his p ap e r deals with the specific area o f represen ta tional practices in which 
th e  m edia p ro d u c tio n /a p p ro p ria tio n  o f reality in Serbia played the decisive 
ro le  in  the  process o f  the  fascisation of social life and  every day practices in 
Serbia -  befo re an d  d u rin g  th e  wars in fo rm er Yugoslavia.

It concerns how th e  chosen discourses of appropriation o f social memory, 
collective trau m a an d  the  re-creation  o f the Enem y-O therness in im age and 
event can becom e an  in tegra l, “self-participatory” agent in the pro-Fascist 
construc tion  o f th e  social reality  -  th rough  the very im ag e /co n cep t o f the 
“reality” itself, w hich th en  becom es the  lived experience of people exposed to 
th e  constan t w orking o f th e  im ag e /co n cep t.

T h e  power o f the over-representation o f the social reality can therefo re be 
seen  as the  strongest discursive in stru m en t o f a political o rder. Its power lies 
in the position o f the  selective legitim isation/delegitim isation o f social m em ory 
an d  social “p re sen ce”: th ro u g h  n a rra tio n /n eg a tio n  o f social traum a, shift- 
able p re sen ce /a b sen ce  o f violence, the constitu tion /v irtuality  of the public 
sphere , an d  the  fo rm atio n  o f  th e  “collective consciousness.” T he legitim ising 
pow er o f  this d o m in an t d iscourse lies in the construction  o f the collective 
consensus as the  cu ltu ra l/p o litic a l code o f language.

* * *

T h e process o f th e  social an d  political transform ations in E astern and  Cen­
tral E urope since the  Fall o f B erlin  Wall in 1989, labelled ra th e r euphem isti­
cally as a “transition ,” b ro u g h t with it the p h en o m en o n  of violence as an acute 
social and  political p rob lem , a lthough  in its m ilder forms bo th  forms o f vio­
lence -  g en d e r an d  e th n ic  -  w ere p resen t in  all o th er countries o f the Eastern 
b lock  as well. T h e ir over-all persistence in  post-com m unist regim es reveals 
th e ir  s tructu ra l dependency , w hich allows them  to be defined  as societies of 
highly charged  e th n ic /ra c ia l, and  sexual politics (Enloe, 1993).
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O ne could even say th a t in the  tim es o f crisis an d  basic social transfo rm a­
tions, the  deconstruction  o f the previous g en d e red  o rd e r  is one  o f  the  m ost 
fundam ental factors o f  change, an d  an  effective in s tru m en t o f th e  global re­
structuring  o f power. F urtherm ore , since the  m ost influential co n cep t in post­
com m unist state-building processes was th e  p a tria rch a l nation-state concept, 
the ideology o f state and  ethnic nationalism  (based on  patria rchal principles) 
inevitably becam e the  m ost d o m in a n t b u ild in g  fo rce . V arious form s o f 
hegem onistic nationalism s, national separatism s, chauvinist an d  racist exclu­
sion o r m arginalisation o f (old an d  new) m inority  groups are, as a ru le, closely 
connected  with patriarchal, discrim inatory an d  violent politics against wom en 
and th e ir civil and  social rights previously “g u a ran teed ” u n d e r  th e  old  com ­
m unist o rd e r (Papič, 1994a).

T he absence o f w om en from  politics in post-com m unist transitions re ­
veals the  dam aging effects o f the com m unist patria rchal legacy -  w hich gave 
w om en legal rights (to work, equal pay, education , divorce, ab o rtio n ), b u t 
strategically prevented  them  from  becom ing  active political subjects o f th e ir 
own destiny. T he disappearance o f a com m unist “equality  p arad ig m ” an d  the  
old-new conservative ideology o f State, N ation  o r R eligion in each  post-com ­
m unist country  was crucially based on  the  strategies o f the  retraditionalisation, 
instrumentalisation and  naturalisation o f  w o m en ’s iden tities, th e ir  social roles, 
and  symbolic representations.

T he structural connection  betw een e th n ic  an d  g en d e r violence is m ost 
clearly seen in the case o f  fo rm er Yugoslavia. T h e  genocidal bru tality  o f  the 
ethnic wars in the fo rm er Yugoslavia shows how e th n ic  h a tred s have been  
p ro v o k ed /p ro d u ced  in o rd e r to co n stru c t the  new fron tiers o f Enem y-O ther- 
ness th rough  the fluid and  m ixed lines o f relig ion , cu lture , ethn icity  and  gen­
d e r, th u s  re fle c tin g  th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  re d e f in i t io n  o f  ra c ia l h o s tility  
(Eisenstein, 1996). Furtherm ore , e th n ic  nationalism , o r m ore precisely, ethno- 

fascist nationalism, is based on a specific g en d e r id en tity /d iffe ren ce  politics in 
which w om en are sim ultaneously m ythologized as the  N a tio n ’s deep est “es­
sence,” and  instrum entalised  in  th e ir  “n a tu ra l” d ifference -  as the  N a tio n ’s 
life /b ir th  saver/p roducer. This allows o n e  to  conclude th a t th e  wars in the 
fo rm er Yugoslavia could  n o t be in te rp re te d  as th e  resu lt o f th e  tribal and  
“e tern a l” barbarian  m entality o f its peoples, b u t as a con tem porary  p h en o m ­
enon  o f violent, post-com m unist strategies fo r th e  red istribu tion  o f e th n ic /  
g ender pow er by defin ing  new e th n ic  an d  sub-ethnic bo rd ers  between men, 
and  th e ir respective (often m ilitarised) elite-structures (Papić, 1994b)

Also, the nationalist abuse o f w om en (Muel-Dreyfuss, 1996) shed  light 
on  the p h en o m en o n  o f to talitarian  e th n ic  n a tio n h o o d  as a natu ra lised  fra ter­
nal order, in which wom en are doubly subjugated: as insiders they are colonised
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an d  in strum en talised  in  th e ir  “n a tu ra l” function  as the N a tio n ’s sacred “es­
sen ce” an d  “b irth -m ach ines;” as outsiders they are reified in to  the target of 
destruc tion , as a m ed ia ted  in s tru m en t of violence against o th e r  m en ’s N ation 
an d  cu ltu ra l identity.

T he abuse o f w om en an d  th e ir  bodies in  the “p u re” nation-build ing p ro ­
cesses results in  two in te r-d e p en d en t form s o f violence against women: highly 
restric ted  identity  “d em an d s” (no  abortion) forw om en-insiders, and extrem e 
violence (consistent, as in cases o f  rape) against wom en-outsiders. T he ex ter­
nal d estruc tion  o f one so c ia l/cu ltu ra l identity system in war is the m ost b ru tal 
fo rm  o f deco n stru c tio n , b u t life u n d e r  the processes o f m alig n -ed /an t in ter­
nal m utations is, p erhaps, equally disastrous because it systematically d im in­
ishes an d  hum iliates th e  basic h u m an  values of decency, honesty, to lerance, 
individual m orality, o r  even m ore basic assum ptions, such as the concep t of 
tim e (past, p re sen t an d  fu tu re ), personal identity, or the sim ple ten  com ­
m an d m en ts  (love thy n e ig h b o u r, th o u  shall n o t k ill). In  Serbia one could see 
these values all d isappear, only to be replaced with alien substitutes -  and  
taken  fo r the  “rea l” th ing.

Briefly, in ex-Yugoslavia fo u r basic identity  levels were in  extrem e tu r­
m oil, u n d e r  v io len t an d  (only seem ingly) chaotic d eco n stru c tio n /co n stru c­
tion: Self-identity, G en d er identity , C iv ic /U rban  identity, an d  the identity of 
the  O th er. In  all these fo u r d im ensions o f pub lic /p rivate  identity  the follow­
ing “forces” are  circularly  an d  claustrophobically  intertw ined: N ation, T rad i­
tion  an d  Patriarchy -  ac ted  o u t th ro u g h  the following instrum ents o r “chan­
nels:” closure, fear, exclusion, conflict, violence, revenge, extinction, displace­
m ent, d isem pow erm ent, brutality, insecurity, unpredictability, poverty.

Speaking o f Serbia, one  cou ld  say tha t all four o f these identity levels 
w ere in  tu rm oil n o t d u e  to any outside, b u t only due to in terna l forces of 
nationalist and  patria rchal “aggression.” A lthough (on the surface) Milosevic’s 
regim e still m ain ta in ed  a s trange m ixture o f nationalist an d  “socialist” ideas 
an d  values, the decisive process is one o f a peculiar re traditionalisation -  a 
tightly com bined  dynam ic o f  fun d am en ta l civic disem pow erm ent and  s ta te / 
n a tio n a lis t/p a tr ia rch a l au thoritarian ism  which bases its power on the revival/ 
survival o f  the  ru ra l/feu d a l/co lle c tiv e  identity tha t d e leg a tes/ transfers en o r­
m ous pow er to  th e  L eader, w hich (accidentally o r not) in the  anc ien t Serbian 
language actually has a trip le m eaning: the D u k e /M aste r/L ead er.

T he fem inist slogan “the personal is the political,” in a deeply ironic sense, 
becam e p a rt o f th e  official, state-nationalist policy in Serbia. First o f all, it 
translates as “the p ersonal belongs to  the State politics,” but, since (years be­
fore the war) politics in Serbia h ad  been  identified with the N ational/ist Cause, 
D estiny an d  Glory, its precise translation  is “the personal is n a tio n a l/is t.” In
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every nationalism , and  particularly in  its aggressive/ethno-Fascist form , m en 
are those who m ak e /c re a te /fo rm  th e  “sou l” an d  the  “en g in e” o f the  v is io n / 
in te rp re ta tio n  o f the  exclusionary, w ar-orien ted  “essence” o f  the  N ation , and  
w om en are  system atically m ade invisible, un less they  b eco m e th e  m u ch  
publicised victims o f the Enem y-N ation. This invisibility may ap p e a r advanta­
geous since they are a t least n o t u n d e r  co n stan t p ressure  from  nationalist 
slogans, recipes and  advice on how to becom e “re a l” Serbian w om en. But, in  
fact, this position o f w om en’s “n o n -p resen ce” in  th e  public sp h ere  is itself the 
sign o f a strong Serbian patria rchal cu ltu re  an d  politics (Papić, 1994). T hey 
are n o t even to be talked abou t publicly -  ex cep t in  the  “n a tu ra l” co n tex t o f  
nationhood.

T he nationalist revival o f the  p a tria rch al trad itio n  invoked, s tren g th en ed  
and  (com bined  with the com m unist pa tria rcha l legacy) fo rm ed  the  “new ” 
Serbian nationalist patriarchy, very m uch  m arked  by the features o f  Milosevic’s 
rule. O n e  could even say th a t S erb ian  nationalist patria rchy  is, to som e ex­
tent, its own contrad iction , since h e  despotically  subjugated  aß  m em bers o f 
the “fem ale” N ation. M ore precisely, from  the  b eg in n in g  h e  consistently  po ­
litically disem pow ered all political institu tions an d  th e re fo re  all m en  (excep t 
himself) in  o rd e r to exclude any possible com p etitio n  o f “equals.”

O n th e  o th e r hand , the unstab le  social c ircum stances an d  the  extrem ely  
difficult living conditions in Serbia (Bolčić, 1995) have activated enorm ous 
reserves o f  w om en’s energy in their over-m obilisation for survival (Milić, 1995), 
the hyper-intensified form  o f th e ir sub jugated  em pow erm en t in  this vital ad ­
ap tation  to  a time o f crisis, war, an d  violence. By activating th e ir “n a tu ra l” 
survival potential, wom en actually ca rried  S erb ia’s heaviest b u rd e n  o f the  so­
cial and  econom ic crises du rin g  th e  p erio d  o f UN  sanctions, an d  there fo re , 
willingly o r no t, actually played th e  p a rt o f M ilosevic’s m ost faithful “ally.” 
The fact that his despotic charism a has b een  associated with certa in  types o f 
wom en faithfully “ad o rin g ” h im  from  the  beg inn ing , m igh t be read  as fol­
lows: the  majority o f  w om en in  Serb ia have b een , in  fact, seduced  by O ne 
Man as despotic patriarch and  they therefo re  have com plied with the expected, 
“m onu m en ta l” epic Serbian w om en’s destiny o f b e in g  self-sacrificing m o th ­
ers, du tifu l daughters, unselfish m others-in-law, o p en -h earted  aunts, h a rd ­
working cousins, reliable neighbours, friends an d  supporters.

T he overall civic void which was consistently filled with the disem pow ering 
hegem ony of the nationalist collective hom ogenisation , the  constan t life-in- 
crisis conditions, the near-war situation , the  econom ic, political an d  legal 
destruction  o f society in Serbia, th e  au tocratic  pow er s tructu re  o f one m an 
which disem pow ered every o th e r political in stitu tion  and  force, the  m ytholo­
gized to tal investm ent in G reat H istory an d  G reat Sacrifice -  in  Serbia re ­
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su ited  in  a specific g en d e r dynam ics which canno t be seen as the  one-dim en- 
sional oppression  o f  w om en by m en  b u t as som eth ing  m ore com plex. It is 
con trad ic to ry  an d  significantly d ifferen t on a public and  a private level in 
term s o f its practices a n d  discourses. O n the public level, b o th  in practice and 
in  the  d o m in an t nationalis t discourse, w om en are legally, econom ically and 
institutionally  alm ost totally disem pow ered. But, in contradiction to what they 
w ould th in k  an d  declare, m en  are n o t em pow ered on both  public levels. Only 
on  the level o f m anifest ideological nationalist discourse are  they the dom i­
n an t, ru ling , m ilitan t an d  hero ic  actor-gender, because M ilosevic’s despotic 
d estru c tio n  an d  disso lu tion  o f th e  social/civic in stitu tional/po litica l fabric 
on  the  level o f  public  p ractice m ade them  alm ost as disem pow ered as women. 
They have invested, d elega ted , an d  transferred  all aspects o f  th e ir own public 
pow er to the  m ysterious, u n p red ic tab le  and  uncon tro lled  pow er o f O ne Man.

This structu ra l em asculation  o f m e n ’s power on the public level makes 
the  g en d e r power-dynam ics on  the  private level even less one-dim ensional. 
T he m e n ’s public d isem pow erm ent makes them  privately powerless m ore than 
ever before. T h e  d istrib u tio n  o f pow er on the private-everyday level -  has lost 
its trad itional d icho tom ic ch a rac te r because m en ’s power structu re in every­
day life has d e te r io ra ted  an d  alm ost all m eans o f their private power over 
w om en has dissolved excep t fo r th e  d om inan t ideological discourse. How­
ever, th e  increased  inc idence  o f m en  being  violent to wom en is, o f course, an 
alarm ing  sign o f how m en  are coping, o r failing to cope, with this sudden and 
obviously unw an ted  g en d e r egalitarianism . This g en d er egalitarian solidarity 
is, in  fact, the  resu lt o f  o n e  o th e r  equality -  the equality o f  living u n d er des­
po tic  powerlessness.

So, if we are to com p are  the  sam e w om en’s “escape in to  privacy,” a phe­
n o m en o n  visible in  all o th e r  previous com m unist countries, I would no t say 
th a t in  th e  case o f Serbia th e ir “escape” was an escape at all, o r nostalgia for 
sim ple private rew ards afte r th e  socialist public overburdening . T he case for 
w om en in Serbia is d ifferen t. In  th e  period  o f ex trem e existential insecurity 
they w ere offered  only one  choice: the trad itional women’s strengtheningstrat- 
egy by complying with the  deepest, m ost “n a tu ra l” patriarchal expectations of 
w om en -  th e ir self-identification with a re-traditionalised, basic patriarchal 
pow er structu re . As so m any tim es before, wom en took what was pathetically 
o ffered  to them  -  to  “save the  n a tio n ” by m aking th e ir “ow n” family survive. 
T h e  private em p o w erm en t o f w om en in this process is, in itself, an extrem ely 
costly achievem ent, an d  w hat is m o re  -  it actually helped  the  despotic nation­
alist political system th a t caused  an d  provoked the very crisis they tried to 
struggle with, to survive.
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Media Production of Reality in Serbia and The Chosen Discourses of
Appropriation: The Integrating Power o f Fascism

T e rro r  an d  repression in Serbia have b een  carefully p lan n ed , b u t they 
have never been  systematically app lied  excep t to  the  m edia; this has left social 
areas in which one  has simply n o t b een  n o ticed  as a serious o p p o n e n t o f  the 
regim e. T he wars in  fo rm er Yugoslavia w ere b e in g  p lan n ed  long  befo re  the 
first TV pictures were first b roadcast in J u n e  1991. T hose p ic tu res show ed the 
realisation o f a hegem onistic Serb policy articu la ted  in  th e  m id-eighties; it 
was obvious that the ‘Yugoslav P eople’s Army” w ould take the side o f Milosevic’s 
genocidal ideology. W ar had  b een  p re sen ted  to the  p eo p le  o f Serbia as “the 
only o p tio n ” already in 1989, w hen  Miloševič w ent off to G azim estan and  
there renew ed the Kosovo myth an d  a n n o u n c ed  “possible w ar” befo re  a m il­
lion Serb m en and  wom en. Like H itle r a t a rally o f SS units, Miloševič de­
scended from the heavens (sceptics w ould say lan d ed  in a h elicop ter) on to  the 
holy ground o f Gazimestan, in o rd e r to in fo rm  us th a t the  tim e h ad  com e for 
new hero ic  battles -  i.e., war.

T h a t was a period  o f p o p u la r fascination  with Miloševič, he  becam e a 
m ega-phenom enon, his p ictures everywhere, p eo p le  fam iliarised his im age 
with the  new Serb Icon. T he p eop le  -  th e  inhab itan ts, n o t necessarily Serbs -  
o f Serbia indeed  w ent th rough  a phase o f  absolute fascination with the L eader 
“Slobo,” and m ade possible the Fascist hom ogen isation  o f the  collective. Ev­
eryone subm itted  to it: m en an d  w om en, o ld  an d  young, ed u cated  an d  u n ­
educated. W om en w ould repeat; “he is so b eau tifu l.” Why d id  the  m ajority o f 
Serbian wom en side with Miloševič? I t is because they too em b raced  a schizo­
ph ren ic  role, an  absolute separation  o f  th e ir  private an d  public identities. 
They wished to be “m others o f g rea t w arriors,” they w ished to sacrifice th em ­
selves. In patriarchal societies they can n o t im agine them selves outside this 
role o f being a victim. Also, m any p ro m in e n t “dem ocra tic” personas from  the 
opposition , have indeed  gradually in te rn a lised  som e o f  th e  elem ents o f fas­
cism: the  “Serb holy n a tu re” o f ce rta in  territo ries, th e  hero ic  Kosovo past, the 
holy objects o f  the  C hurch , o r the  a ttitu d e  o f surprise  reg ard in g  “why NATO 
is suddenly  bom bing  us for no reason at a ll” In  o th e r  w ords, d u rin g  the  past 
few years also the in d ep en d e n t circles have lapsed  in to  the  Serbo-centric nar­
cissistic rhetoric they have learn t from  th e  “infallib le” regim e.

T h e  re-invention o f Serb p a tria rch a l society was, th ere fo re , developed  at 
epic, political, literary, scientific, sen tim ental, C hristian an d  pagan  levels -  
people really believed tha t “with S lobo” they w ould finally reach  a Serbian 
mythic all-em bracing unity. W hat u n ited  th e  p eo p le  was n o t so m uch  a m ythi­
cal vision of the fu tu re  Serb H eaven, b u t a substitu te fo r m ore  reasonable
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in s tru m en ts  to he lp  p eo p le  co n fro n t the great issue o f fear that began after 
1989. T h a t was alm ost perfec t political instrum entalisaton with basic Fears: of 
the  fall o f the Berlin Wall, Yugoslavia’s break-up and  the “void” heralded by the 
collapse o f the hegem onistic Yugoslav nation. Miloševič exploited this to the 
full. H e sen t a message to the  m en tha t they were to fight “heroically” for the 
preservation o f Yugoslavia, while to the wom en the message was to shut up.

Fascisation o f Social Memory, Collective Trauma and The Exclusion of Otherness

As an  in s tru m en t o f co nstruc ting  pre-war eruptive em otions tha t would 
finally lead  to  the  psychological fascisation o f p eo p le ’s m inds, m uch effort 
was ex p en d ed  to evoke an d  revive the  Serbian W orld W ar II traum a o f 1941- 
45. M uch was also d o n e  also to  revive the O rthodox  faith am ong  the popula­
tion  o f Serbia, b u t the  symbolic identification with W orld W ar II was probably 
the  m ost effective m e th o d  o f hom ogenisation: by providing a continuous vi­
sual p re sen ta tio n  on  TV every day -  for instance o f the exhum ation  of mass 
graves in H erzegovina. T h e  in ten tio n  was to use the m edia so tha t people 
w ould once again internalise th e  traum as o f U stasha crim es. T h e  exhum ation 
o f the  bones was in  reality a way o f p reparing  the  g round  for the new mass 
graves th a t were du g  afte r 1991. P ropaganda was created  proclaim ing that 
“the  Serbs are th e  b iggest victims,” who therefo re  have the “righ t” o f revenge 
an d  the  “rig h t” to wage new wars an d  com m it crimes. Karadžić, for exam ple, 
stated tha t “Serbs in Bosnia-Herzegovina have the righ t to preventive defence.” 
In  o th e r words, he  am nestied  in  advance the crim es that were to com e, by 
exp lo iting  the  traum as associated with the u n ea rth ed  bones from  1941.

So th ere  was a p articu la r peregrination of the trauma (Papić, 2000) ju s t as 
th e re  was a shift in  tim e o f n a tio n al identity  -  back into the past -  and  a shift 
o f  responsibility  fo r war crim es exclusively to the C roat U stasha side, while 
Serb C hetn ik  crim es w ere m ethodically  set aside. Reality was divided schizo- 
phren ically  in to  a v irtual reality o f the  m edia and  the ordinary  reality of the 
war, with the m edia  reality fo r m any people becom ing far s tronger than any­
th in g  they saw with th e ir own eyes. This is all p a rt o f a re-invention of the chosen 
trauma a t the  level o f the public political p h en o m en o n  and  th rough  the state 
m edia: a carefully p lan n ed  revision o f the historical balance sheet. T he m edia 
d id  a g rea t jo b  o f p re p a rin g  p eo p le  to accept war as a “n a tu ra l,” “historic,” 
etc. series o f  events. T h e  m ed ia  d id  consistently forge the Serbs’ indifference 
towards the  O th e r(s), th e  trau m a becam e so in ternalised  th a t C roatian and 
Bosnian victims cou ld  never reach  the  sacred status o f the allegedly “prim e­
val,” “g reatest,” Serbian, victims o f 1941-42.
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O ne could perhaps describe this even as a fictionalisation o f the chosen 
trauma. M oreover, it was n o t only a fictionalisation  o f traum a, b u t also, a t the 
same tim e, a displacement of the trauma -  in time and in space. This was a very 
sophisticated transfer o f the local B osnian-H erzegovinian d ram a way back 
from  1941-42 to  across the river D rina, to  th e  p o p u la tio n  in  Serbia w hich had 
never experienced tha t traum a, an d  who w ere sup p o sed  to go th ro u g h  “reliving” 
it, in 1991.

Layers of Responsibility: Bones and Relics

A nother aspect, the com m on post-1989 revival o f  O rth o d o x  C hristianity, 
is also closely connected  with these processes. T h e  Serbian  O rth o d o x  C hurch  
once again started to teach people how to becom e “good” Serb m en  o r w om en, 
for exam ple with long O rth o d o x  ritual processions a ro u n d  Serbia carrying 
the holy relics o f Tsar Lazar, who d ied  in  th e  Battle o f  Kosovo in  1389. For 
m onths these relics travelled across an d  all over Serbia, they w ere ce rem o n i­
ally carried  from  -  and  thus clearly fusing -  the  year 1389 to th e  year 1989. So, 
here  we do n o t have only fictionalisation an d  d isp lacem en t o f traum a, b u t a 
m uch g reater political tool: the compression/decompression o f time -  time fusion  
and confusion. T he relics “confirm ed” th a t to  be a Serb is in fact a vocation, an  
invitation to becom e a victim, since Serbs a re  in fact a “heavenly p eo p le .” 
W hat was repeatedly  w ritten in th e  p rin t  m ed ia  o r shown on  TV re fe rred  to a 
narrative m odel o f a “lack o f u n d ers ta n d in g  fo r the  injustices com m itted  
against the  Serbs;” hence, in parallel, to th e  “Serb rig h t” to  refuse to  live in 
peace with o th e r nations who “fo r cen tu ries” have behaved  in  an  evil way 
towards them .

So, to conclude briefly, all these years we w ent th rough  a whole set o f p repa­
rations for war: verbal and  visual, em otional an d  cognitive, m ental (or even 
mystical) and public, horizontal an d  vertical, tim e and  timelessness, spatial and  
a-spatial -  all these aspects were actively included  in the overall fascisation of 
public and private life in Serbia. T he war actually arrived late: the indifference to 
and “tolerance” o f future genocide in p eo p le’s m inds were psychologically ready 
for activation as early as 1989. It was already accepted  that even som e “less good 
Serbs” would also be sacrificed: those who do n o t fully belong to G reater Serbia. 
Those were the days and  years o f a specific p h en o m en o n  in Serbia, seemingly 
naive o r rational, which I am  freely labelling as Turbo-Fascism.

It is, o f  course, known th a t Fascism is a h istorical term ; th a t the  history o f 
Nazi G erm any is n o t the same as th a t o f M ilošević’s Serbia. However, in  post­
m odern ist and fem inist theory we speak o f “sh ifting  concep ts ,” w hen a new

1 9 8



E u r o p e  a f t e r  1 9 8 9 :  E t h n i c  W a r s , F a s c is a t io n  o f  S o c ia l  L if e  a n d  t h e  B o d y  P o l it ic s  .

epoch  inherits  with som e add itions concepts belonging to an earlier one, 
like, fo r instance the  fem inist n o tio n  of shifting patriarchy. In my view we should 
n o t fear the  use o f “big term s” if they accurately describe certain  political reali­
ties. Serbian Fascism h ad  its own concen tra tion  camps, its own systematic rep ­
resen ta tio n  o f  violence against O thers, its own cult o f the family and  cult of 
th e  leader, an  explicitly patria rch al structure, a culture o f indifference to­
wards the  exclusion o f th e  O th e r, a closure o f society upon itself and  upon  its 
own past; it h ad  a taboo  on  em pathy  and  a taboo on  m ulticulturalism ; it had 
pow erful m edia ac ting  as p ro p o n en ts  o f genocide; it had a nationalist ideol­
ogy; it h ad  an  epic m entality  o f listening to the word and obeying authority.

T h e  prefix “tu rb o ” refers to  the  specific m ixture o f politics, culture, “m en­
tal pow ers” an d  the  p au p erisa tio n  o f life in Serbia: the  m ixture o f rural and 
u rb an , p re -m o d ern  an d  post-m odern , pop  cu ltu re and  heroines, real and  vir­
tual, mystical an d  “n o rm al,” etc. In this term , despite its naive o r inn o cen t 
appearances, th e re  is still fascism in its p ro p e r sense. Like all fascisms, Turbo- 
Fascism includes an d  celebrates a pejorative renam ing, alienation, and  finally 
rem oval, o f  the  O ther: C roats, Bosnians, and  Albanians. Turbo-fascism in fact 
dem ands an d  basically relies on this culture of the normality o f fascism that had 
b een  structurally  co n stitu ted  well before all the killings in the wars started.

H ere  is an  exam ple: Serbia in tro d u ced  an  econom ic ban on Slovene 
goods, i.e., -  on  all objects sym bolising the Slovene as the O th e r with whom 
Serbs had  had  contact! T h e  integrative force o f fascism is h e re  evident: the 
o rd e r from  above an d  th ro u g h  “popu list sen tim ents” in the  m edia, people 
were n o t to consum e Slovene milk, any m ore. This strategy discouraged people 
from  buying an object because it w ould m ean they “love” a subject -  Slovenes. 
In this way the  strategy was very successful: Slovenes were transferred  from  co­
citizens o r a co m p atrio t position  to a symbolic position o f the “m ilk” which 
m ust n o t be touched. This process o f objectifying and excluding the O th er via 
an object th a t symbolises the  w hole e thn ic  group, quickly becom es p art of the 
“com m on values,” u n d e r  the  Law o f C om m on Sense. T hat is how people in 
Serbia (long befo re  J u n e  1991, w hen the war started) were taugh t to hate the 
“Slovene Body.” W ithou t th a t politically constructed  aversion towards the body 
o f th e  O th er, un til th e  Body o f th e  O th e r becom es an  Abject Body -  the massa­
cres an d  m urders o f so m any C roatians, Bosnians an d  A lbanian bodies would 
n o t have b een  possible.

O n the  o th e r h a n d  this spatial transférai traum a played a significant part. 
Briefly pu t, the D rina  River, w hich divides Serbia from  all o th e r western parts 
o f  ex-Yugoslavia, nam ely  Bosnia an d  Herzegovina, played an  enorm ous sym­
bolic ro le  in dividing the  two realities: war and  destruction stopped  ju s t at the 
west side o f the D rina River. T h a t reality never en tered  Serbia in its full m on­
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strosity, and  so the D rina River becam e a sym bolic b o rd e r beyond  w hich em ­
pathy no  longer existed. T he Serbs o f Serbia h ad  no  feeling o f responsibility 
for anything th a t occurred  on  the  far, west side o f  the  D rina, since the  p eo p le  
over th e re  symbolically were no  lo n g er h u m an  beings -  they w ere abjected- 
objectivised enem ies. T h at m akes th e  Serb crim es in Bosnia-H erzegovina the 
last resu lt of a destroyed reason, a d estru c tio n  o f all reason: it is n o t ju s t  a 
repetition  bu t a reinforcement, an d  co n tin u a tio n  o f the  Fascist crim es o f the 
past Second W orld War. It is, in  my view, a very m alig n an t continuation o f the 
“reaw akening o f old ghosts,” who are  now n o  lo n g er ghosts, b u t new victims, 
live peop le  suffering, and  it will go in to  the  following generations.

Paradoxically o r not, from  the  late eighties this normality o f evil against 
the O th e r belonged to the normal everyday life in  Serbia. T h e  above m en tio n ed  
processes and  changes were necessary in  o rd e r  fo r it to  becom e so. This was 
the resu lt of a sophisticated policy o f collective am nesia  th a t m ade individual 
consciences feel “free” to be suspended  by a collective Super-Ego. In  these 
processes of issuing, “licenses to  kill” w ere systematically issued by the  state 
TV, private and com m ercial TV program s, it was th e  d o m in an t form  o f po liti­
cal discourse, and  an open  m essage from  the  “holy messages o f  th e  Serbian 
O rthodox  C hurch .” These Serbian institu tions an d  individuals d id  construc t 
du rin g  eighties som e kind o f super-conscience th a t p erm itted  oblivion an d  the 
suspension of em pathy, m em ory an d  to leran ce  tow ard the  O ther. We are  still 
far away from  any und erstan d in g  th a t th e re  exists a w hole range o f layers of 
responsibility for the crimes com m itted: fo r exam ple, responsibility fo r rem a in ­
ing silent, for forgetting, for h a tred  an d  fo r m ed ia  p ropaganda . T h e  re sp o n ­
sibility for rem aining silent is the  m ost com plicated , since silence includes 
agreem ent, b u t also awareness of repression -  an d  even a shadow  o f doub t.

Male And Female Bodies And Their Representation In  Serbia During The 1990s

First o f all, the m ale body u n d erw en t a d eco n stru c tio n  o f the  peaceable 
and  relatively urban ised  identity  th a t it had  achieved u n d e r  socialism. Sec­
ondly, the  male u n d e r T ito ’s reg im e always in h ab ited  the  b o rd e r  betw een 
rural and  urban: he  lived in the village an d  w orked in the  factory. H e was a 
sufficiently hybrid creature to re ta in  m any epic an d  pagan elem ents th a t w ould 
later be transform ed into the m asculine ideal o f the  w arrior u n d e r  Milošević’s 
regim e. Miloševič very carefully co n stru c ted  the  “Serb h e ro ” an d  all male fa n ­
tasies-he  perm itted  the h ighest hero ism  in words, particularly  in  his own words
-  in fact, the Miloševič as the g reatest national L eader d id  n o t necessarily 
have to do  m uch in reality. His pow erful im age an d  existence w ere sufficient.
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Also D obriča Ćosić, w riter an d  “F ath er o f the N ation ,” d id  a serious jo b  of 
articu la ting  th e  “S erbian  Soul;” he had  only “given the w ord” and  through his 
words the genocidal fantasies o f the collective were fulfilled. O nce again, schizo- 
phrenically, the  “h ero es” were civilians who only delivered messages o f war -  
they did n o t cu t th roats o r m u rd er, b u t gave the orders for those things to be 
done. All m ales in Serbia were subject to a m edia brainw ashing in the course of 
which they h ad  to identify with the Leader: i.e. , the male population was gripped 
even m ore strongly by fascination with the L eader than  was the  female.

M ilošević’s war reg im e was designed  for patriarchal m ales, for whom, as 
in  every p a tria rch a l society, only m ales are subjects: wom en are objects (orna­
m ents o r tro p h ies). V era E rlich ’s fundam en tal anthropological study of the 
pre-Second W orld W ar patriarchal family system in the Balkans -  of the Dinarić 
p atria rch al zadruga society -  in  w hich, fo r exam ple, the  eldest fem ale has the 
ritual duty to kiss an d  wash the  fee t o f  the youngest male. M oreover, there are 
obscure signs o f th e  h o m o ero tic  sides o f M ilosevic’s regim e. I recall the im­
age conveyed on television a t the  start o f the 1990s, when the  L eader w ent to 
visit Kosovo. In  the  first village he  visited we saw this ritual: the oldest villager 
s tepped  forw ard from  a line o f cerem oniously assem bled m ost im portan t m en
-  i.e., the  sym bolic wise man who traditionally  em bodies the (m ale) authority  
o f the w hole com m unity  -  in  o rd e r to kiss Milosevic’s hand . This is n o t only 
hom o ero tic  b u t also in fan tile , since the whole com m unity is subm itting sym­
bolically to  “p a te rn a l au th o rity .” W e are dealing here  once again with the 
avoidance o f all individual responsibility: the “fa th e r o f the n a tio n ” is respon­
sible; we “little c h ild re n ” d id  n o t know w hat we were doing, we ju s t obeyed 
“D addy.” M ale iden tification  with the G reat L eader also opens a space for 
m olesting  w om en: w hat m atters is w hat the m ales from  the local tavern think; 
w om en are  n o t im p o rtan t all. B ut th e re  is a paradox: the Serb warriors are so 
hum bly o b ed ien t to  Big F ath er Miloševič, that they in fact accept the female 
ro le  as d efin ed  by classic p a tria rch al societies: they are passive, they have no 
rig h t to speak, they fear the  F a th e r’s anger, they subm it to his desires. T he 
w arriors-volunteers de facto played the  role o f the frustrated  patriarchal wives 
o f  th e ir ideological leaders.

The Body o f the Warrior

We are  talking h e re  m ainly ab o u t the p o o re r strata, lum pen-pro le tariat 
o r  ru ra l poor, w hich gave b irth  to  Bokan and  Arkan as well as m any m em bers 
o f  The (Serbian)/'Jagfes. T hese w ere the  only ones who really did set off over 
the  D rina  to  “d efen d  S erb d o m ,” while the great majority, w hich will never be

201



Žarana P apić

accused o f the crim es com m itted , sat a t h o m e an d  enjoyed A rkan’s Travels 
and  the  “Balkan C inem a.” A special layer o f sadists w ent o ff to terrorise , loo t 
and  m urder, b u t only at w eekends -  as a k ind  o f “sh o rt b reak .” O th ers  jo in e d  
various param ilitary units and  so becam e p a rt o f  the  “g rea t body o f  the  Army.” 
T he body that killed, therefo re , was that which fu lly merged into the collectivity, 
th a t w hich fully gave u p  its individuality. Its “rew ard” was th a t the  violence it 
w reaked led to local public affirmation. O n e  sh o u ld  n o t fo rge t the  ro le  o f  the 
mystifying O rthodoxy and  R ussophilia th a t p rov ided  th e  w arriors with “mis­
sions” -  which, in o th e r words, sanctified th e  body th a t killed. In co n tras t to 
the governm ent th a t did  n o t dare  to legalise the  “h ero ism ” o f its killers, the 
C hurch  rew arded them  with symbolic capital.

T he only “heroes” the state legitim ised w ere politicians o r in tellectuals in 
their political service. A rkan’s m en  a n d  o th e r  such death -squad  volunteers 
until recently  received no  m oney o r privileges from  the  state: in legal term s 
they were “outsiders,” invisible as a social g roup . Yet, th ro u g h  a n o th e r  schizo­
p h ren ic  splitting, they were the cen tre  o f  th e  G reater-Serbia p han tasm  -  the 
story telling! T hat is why m any p eo p le  in  Serbia could  inven tjustifica tions in 
the form  of “We did n o t” take p a r t in th e  war: n o t only because th ere  has 
been  no  official recognition o f th e  “services” o f the  e th n ic  cleansers, b u t also 
the warriors, local heroes an d  killers w ere few in n u m b er co m p ared  to  the 
m ajority o f  Serbs, who w atched an d  su p p o rted  the  war from  th e ir arm chairs.

The Female Body under the Ruins o f Milosevic Nationalist Reign

T he jo u rn ey  in to  the past d id  n o t avoid the  fem ale body either. It h ad  to 
suffer the  re tu rn  to trad ition  an d  the  d e e p e r  pa tria rcha l glorification o f  the 
Serb w arrior “m entality” and  the  m ale body. W om en rem ain ed  silent and  
censored  themselves so tha t they w ould n o t be subjected  to violence. Silence 
becam e a universal norm : sons an d  fathers rem ained  silent before th e ir daugh­
ters, b ro thers before their sisters, w om en befo re  o th e r w om en. T h e  sed im en t 
o f the socialist em ancipation o f w om en once again w orked in Milošević’s favour: 
his wife Mira Markovič -  at least in the  b eg in n in g  -  exp lo ited  h e r  im age as a 
sociologist and em ancipated  wom an. T h e  rights o f  w om en in  Serbia were 
thus suspended  w ithout their no ticing . In any case, they were far too  con ­
cerned  with inflation and  elem entary  survival. W hen all o th e r social in stitu ­
tions in the  system fell apart, w hen th e re  w ere no  m ore child  benefits, w hen 
m en lost th e ir jobs en  masse o r w ere m obilised, the  w hole b u rd e n  fell o n  the 
family an d  on the women. W om en q u eu ed , secu red  food  (kinfolk from  the 
village played a crucial role h e re ), cooked, looked  after ch ild ren  an d  the  eld­
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erly, an d  may have also w orked in  the grey econom y. W ithin the family, bu t 
only in th a t private zone, w om en becam e stronger th an  ever -  i.e., they took on 
th e  Big M other role.

What has happened with sexuality ?

Sexuality existed only in  Serb “neo-folk” music, w here it was/is greatly 
m agnified. Exam ples o f the allegedly “Happy” Serbian W om an’s Body, a plum p 
body acting o u t p e rm an en t subm ission and  joy over its sexual accessibility, are 
fu rn ished  by a whole series o f so-called “turbo-folk queens” (singers). They play 
a m ixture o f Serb and  o rien ta l m elodies, at first in oriental and  rural settings, 
with belly-dancer m ovem ents (later on  they would travel and be displaced exclu­
sively in to  u rb an  settings (b u t n o t having left beh ind  the belly d ancer’s aura). 
This m ixture o f trad itional folk music, oriental influences and  female singers 
“giving them selves willingly” d id  n o t have the objective to ju s t arouse tavern 
em otions an d  relax the clientele, b u t precisely to inflame and  re-affirm pro- 
Fascist em otions -  sending  a clear sexual message that, in fact, life is beautiful, 
like the m usic th a t these Serb ian  w om en sang. M oreover, th a t “our w om en” 
are u n d o u b ted ly  the  m ost beau tifu l w om en in the whole w orld and  that sex is 
g rea t an d  fu n c tio n in g  desp ite  these difficult times in  Serbia.

T he singers were, in  a way, the  Representation of the Chosen Over-Sexualized 
Serbian Women (exclusively Serbs, o r  they w ould h ide their d ifferen t ethnic 
o rig in ), who alone have the  rig h t to invite and  excite Serbian M en through  
music -  to the  Fantasy o f Sexuality. They are th ere  to  “com fort” m en in a 
difficult tim e, even the  rapists, in  the sense o f showing them  they are still 
potent. V iolence is w reaked solely u p o n  the bodies o f wom en o f očAerethnicities. 
Serb w om en were n o t rap ed  “systematically.” In the national p ropaganda they 
are  p re sen ted  as M others an d  Sisters -  so they are raped only sporadically, 
secretly an d  a t hom e.

T h ere  is a h ierarchy  in  Serb violence against women. T he greatest is vio­
lence against A lbanian w om en, w hich is n o t even recorded , since they have 
n o  rights w hatsoever -  they are “th ings” (the whole o f Serb war fascism was 
tra ined  in  th e  ap a rth e id  system th a t Milošević’s Serbs in troduced  against the 
A lbanian ethnos du rin g  the 1980s). Violence against Croat and  Muslim women 
is a m atte r o f a w arrio r’s “p restige” and  “positive” self-affirmation. Violence 
against Serb w om en is usually p resen ted  as an “excess” or otherw ise h idden . 
C oncern ing  the over-sexualization o f the fem ale pop-singers’ bodies, I should 
state th a t the very fact o f the em pty space left on the Serbian folk scene by the 
d isappearance o f non-Serb  singers also rep resen ted  a kind o f free licence for
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violence against the bodies o f those w ho w ere “n o t th e re ,” those e lim inated  
O thers.

It is im p o rtan t to p o in t o u t th a t th e  g reatest symbolic an d  m ateria l poli­
tics o f the  destruction  o f the Body o f the  O th e r  was ca rried  o u t much earlier-  
at the en d  of the  1980s in the sou th  o f th e  fo rm er Yugoslavia, with th e  suspen­
sion o f Kosovo’s au tonom ous’ rights; w hile th e  real war violence b eg an  at the 
start o f  th e  1990s in the n o rth , in  Slovenia. As in  all sch izophrenias, reality 
took tim e to reach  the  cen tre  o f its virtual obsession: chronologically  speak­
ing, Kosovo was the last to be engu lfed  by war an d  G reater-Serbian occupa­
tion, w hich precisely bases itself u p o n  the  Kosovo myth.
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