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Reconciliation Narratives of Survivors 
from War in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Goran Basic* 

Abstract 

The aim of this article was to analyze the retold experiences of 27 
survivors from the 1990s war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. I have 
examined verbal markers of reconciliation and implacability and I 
have analyzed described terms for reconciliation that are being 
actualized in the narratives. In the narratives of those interviewed, 
implacability is the prominent them, but the possibility of reconciliation is 
mentioned, if some conditions are met. These conditions are for 
example justice for the victims of the war, a confession from the 
offender and his emotional involvement (for instance showing remorse 
and shame). The picture that emerges from the analyzed narratives is 
that it is easier to forgive someone imprisoned for his atrocities. 

Keywords: Reconciliation, Narrative, Forgiveness, Implacability, 
Conditions for Reconciliation, Shame, Justice, Perpetrator, Emotion, 
Victim. 

Introduction 
The struggle must be carried out and finished before people forgive and 
reconcile, says Georg Simmel (1908[1955]). This prerequisite is 
particularly valid after a conflict in which civilians were targeted in acts 
of war. This article examines how survivors of the 1990s war in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina describe reconciliation with their former enemies. In the 
analysis, voices representing the three ethnic groups involved in the war 
emerge: Bosniacs, Serbs and Croats. These individuals were living in 
northwestern Bosnia and Herzegovina during the war and some of them 
still live there, while others live in Scandinavian countries. 

What were the circumstances in northwestern Bosnia during the 1990s 
war? In their quest to expel Bosniacs and Croats from the area, Serbian 
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police and militia carried out mass executions, systematic rape and 
forced flight and established concentration camps. The aim was to 
remove the Croat and Bosniac population from the region by making 
life there impossible. Warfare was aimed directly against civilians. 
Expelling individuals was not enough; the goal was to create an atmosphere 
so that no one ever would dare return (Case No.: IT-99-36-T). 

This article analyzes the retold experiences of 27 survivors of the war in 
northwestern Bosnia and Herzegovina. The question asked is, How do 
the interviewees describe possibilities for post-war reconciliation? 

In the following, I will try to illustrate how markers of reconciliation 
and implacability, together with described conditions for reconciliation, 
are highlighted when the interviewees draw attention to (1) war crimes, 
(2) perpetrators admitting crimes and (3) perpetrator emotional 
commitment (for example, the display of remorse and shame). 

Method and Analytic Starting Points 
The material for the study was gathered through qualitative interviews 
with 27 individuals who survived the war in northwestern Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. The material was gathered in two phases. 

During the first phase, March through November 2004, I completed my 
fieldwork in Ljubija, a community in northwestern Bosnia belonging to 
the municipality of Prijedor. Before the war, the inhabitants of Ljubija 
lived in two local administrative entities (Mjesne zajednice). Gornja 
(upper) Ljubija was ethnically mixed and most inhabitants lived in 
apartment buildings. In Donja (lower) Ljubija, most inhabitants were 
Bosniacs who predominantly lived in private houses. The area where 
Ljubija is located is known for its mineral wealth, especially iron ore, 
black coal, quartz, clay for brick making and mineral-rich water. Most 
people worked at the Ljubija iron mine before the war. War struck 
Ljubija in the beginning of summer 1992 when Serbian soldiers took 
control of the local administration without armed resistance (Case No.: 
IT-99-36-T). 

I interviewed 14 individuals who were living in Ljubija at that time and 
conducted observations in coffee shops, at bus stops, in the marketplace 
and on buses. Two women and five men who all stayed in Ljubija 
during and after the war were interviewed together with three women 
and four men from Ljubija who were expelled during the war but now 
have moved back. Six of the fourteen interviewees were of Serbian 
origin, three were Croat and five were Bosniac. 
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In the second phase, from April through June 2006, I interviewed nine 
former concentration camp detainees who, despite being civilians 
during the war, were placed in the camps by Serbian soldiers and 
police. These individuals, together with four of their relatives who also 
were interviewed, now live in Sweden, Denmark and Norway. Three of 
the interviewees were women and ten were men. The majority of the 
interviewees came from the municipality of Prijedor (of which Ljubija 
is a part). Ten were Bosniacs and three were Croats. Some of the 
collected material has been analyzed in earlier reports and articles (Basic 
submitted 1, submitted 2, submitted 3). 

This study joins those narrative traditions within sociology where oral 
presentations are seen as both discursive and experience based (Potter 
2007[1996]). An interactionally inspired perspective on human 
interaction, through symbols and an ethno-methodological perspective 
on human stories (Blumer 1986 [1969]; Garfinkel 1984 [1967]), is a 
general starting point. In addition, I perceive the concept of 
reconciliation as an especially relevant component in those specific 
stories that I analyzed. 

Georg Simmel (1908 [1955]) looks at social interaction as an interplay 
between humans—a reciprocity that can take on and display different 
special social shapes. Conflicts and reconciliations, for example, are 
special shapes of interaction that become visible when analyzing 
relations between individuals and groups after the fighting ends. 
Simmel (1908 [1955]) argues that reconcilability is an emotional attitude 
aiming at ending a conflict. In contrast, a potential fighting spirit aims at 
upholding the conflict. 

Simmel argues that peacefulness is a way to avoid struggle from the 
beginning and that reconciliation emerges only after the struggle has 
been carried out and finished. Forgiveness is the key element for 
reconciliation, and Simmel describes it as an exchange of emotions 
between people. He argues (1908 [1955], 118): “that the feeling of 
antagonism, hatred, separateness yield to another feeling—in this 
respect, a mere resolution seems to be as powerless as it is in respect to 
feelings generally.” Simmel is saying that when reconciliation takes 
place, the feeling of hostility and conflict gives way to a feeling of 
peacefulness and consensus. Simmel (1908 [1955], 121–22) sees both 
reconciliation and implacability as types of emotions that need external 
conditions to be actualized (Simmel see reconciliation as restoring of 
relationships and implacability as inability to be appeased).  
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Simmel continues arguing that those who cannot forget certain events 
are unable to forgive; in other words, they cannot reconcile fully. This 
situation is something that he interprets as “the most horrible 
irreconcilability” because every reason for reconciliation has disappeared 
from that person’s consciousness. Forgiveness is possible only where 
there is someone who can be assumed or alleged guilty; in the words of 
Paul Ricœur (2004[2000], 460): “There can, in fact, be forgiveness only 
where we can accuse someone of something, presume him to be or 
declare him guilty.” Ricœur (2004[2000], 466) also draws attention to 
the question of unforgivable crimes. By ‘unforgivable crimes’, he 
primarily means crimes that are characterized by the victims’ great 
suffering; secondly, crimes that can be tied to named perpetrators; and 
thirdly, when there is a personal connection between victim and 
perpetrator. 

Based on Simmel’s and Ricœur’s views on forgiveness, we can ask the 
following question: Can every crime be forgiven? Jacques Derrida 
(2004, 34–40, 56–7) reasons as Ricœur (2004[2000], 468), who writes: 
“Forgiveness is directed to the unforgivable or it does not exist. It is 
unconditional, it is without exception and without restriction.” Here a 
relationship between punishment and forgiveness is being raised. 
According to Ricœur (2004[2000], 470), when committing a crime, a 
perpetrator may be punished through a symbolic and actual marking of 
the injustice committed at the expense of somebody else—the victim 
(for instance, through law enforcement). Punishment creates a marginal 
space for forgiveness, because of unconditionality among other things, 
which is seen as an important condition according to Ricœur 
(2004[2000], 478). Derrida (2004, 45) also believes that unconditional 
forgiveness is virtually impossible. 

Two questions are especially interesting in this context: (1) Should a 
victim forgive someone who does not admit his crime, and (2) Does the 
right to forgive belong only to the victim, or even to someone else 
without a direct connection to the atrocity (an institution, for example)? 

Ricœur (2004[2000], 478–79) states normatively that the victim should 
forgive, trying to be considerate to the guilty party’s pride, and expect a 
latter recognition from him. Derrida (2004, 44) writes the following 
apropos a woman whose husband was murdered: “If anyone has the 
right to forgive, it is only the victim, and not a tertiary institution.” It 
seems that reconciliation also has an institutional side. Occasionally, we 
see politicians and leaders of religious communities step forward to 
apologize for actions that they personally did not commit. The question 
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is, Do these individuals have the right to apologize and in that case, who 
has the right to forgive? Should a representative of another institution 
forgive or should it be the victim as the affected individual? Ricœur 
(2005[2000], 580–93) argues that true forgiveness should not be 
institutionalized. He believes that it is only the subjected victim who 
can forgive. 

We see from Ricœur’s and Derrida’s writings that reconciliation 
ideologies are often generally and indistinctly formulated. They usually 
consist of two levels—the institutional and the individual. The 
institutional is often based on the current government’s or regime’s 
efforts, with economic and administrative circumstances playing a 
prominent role (for instance, tribunals and truth commissions). The 
individual level (or interpersonal level) concerns how victim and 
perpetrator, through inevitable interaction, discard their former roles—
how the perpetrator asks for forgiveness and the victim struggles to 
forgive. Here there is often no institutional base, and individuals are 
highly dependent on their own ability to forgive past events and reconcile. 

Stories of Implacability 
The Bosnian stories of reconciliation and implacability are shaped not 
only in relation to the war but also in relation to the narrators’ own and 
other individuals’ personal war actions. The interactive dynamics of 
war portrays reconciliation as something dependent on various charged 
symbols. These often paint a picture of implacability. 

Stories of reconciliation and implacability from post-war Bosnia often 
start with the interviewee talking about revenge and hate. During the 
war, one man, named Sveto1 in the study, participated in a Serbian 
militia group. Nowadays, he owns a business in northwestern Bosnia 
(field note). He described an execution that occurred after the war, 
which seemed to have originated from the war: 

Sveto: He walks in and asks him: “Have you finished your beer?” 
“Yes, I have.” When the answer was given, this fellow takes out a 
gun and shoots him in the head. He then went outside and the 
pub-maid tried to escape, but he told her: “You don’t have to flee, 
call the police ‘cause I have settled my business.” He sat down in 
front of the shop waiting for the police. When they arrived, they 
took his gun from him. It is said that this man raped his sister in 

                                                        
1 Names have all been changed. 
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Sanski Most2 during the war./.../When this comes alive, when 
people free themselves from that pressure, they will remember 
who killed their father, brother, uncle. Lots of things will come 
forth in time. Bodies are still getting excavated, people are 
looking for them. One day, when it all is accounted for, you will 
see the perpetrator driving by in his car and your dead brothers’ 
children will appear before your eyes. 

Sveto’s story is imbued with an attitude of implacability. In his 
portrayal, we see how the post-war years are being charged with the 
importance of the war years—one will see someone “driving by in his 
car” and identify this person with his previous atrocities. Stories of hate 
and revenge, as a direct result from the war, return in several 
interviews. One example is given by Milanko. He was a child during 
the war, and he told me that he witnessed his neighbors—Bosniacs and 
Croats—getting beaten and executed. Nowadays, he works in a factory in 
northwestern Bosnia. Milanko told the following about the widespread 
violence during the war and post-war vindictiveness: 

Milanko: In 1992, Rade was not here, he was in Germany. He and 
Dragan were friends. Dragan came to Rade’s parents, he stole 
their money and abducted Rade’s brother Zuti. First, he 
physically abused Zuti, then Zuti disappeared without a trace. 
Rade told me that Dragan won’t live to get old. 

Goran: Where is this Dragan nowadays? 

Milanko: Somewhere outside, he is hiding in his village. He does 
not dare come to Prijedor now that many people, like Rade, come 
here completely unimpeded. 

Goran: Is there any information about Zuti? 

Milanko: It is known that he was in Keraterm3 and that Dragan 
went there and brought him out again. Nothing is known of him 
since that. The lakes in which we swim, there by the mine, are full 
of corpses. They get drunk in the bars and start talking, thousands 
have been thrown in there. The lake is deep, more than 100 
meters. Who could dive down there now to collect all of them 
(corpses)? It makes me sick, they put on the uniform and drive 
out to the villages to rape and kill women. Not just Dragan but 

                                                        
2 Sanski Most is a community in northwestern Bosnia.  
3 Keraterm is a concentration camp in northwestern Bosnia. 
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also Sveto and Milorad and lots of others. How do they sleep 
now, do they worry about their children? 

Spiros Gangas (2004) argues that Simmel’s views on conflicts and 
reconciliation partly actualize the involvement of the actors’ morals, 
norms, and valuations. These post-war stories of violence and rejecting 
those actions could be seen as an expression of future morality (Jansen 
2002). In the previous stories, we see how Sveto’s and Milanko’s 
morals emerge as a rejection of the war morality in which rape, 
abduction, robbery, and murder were a part of everyday life (Case No.: 
IT-99-36-T). This rejection is clearest through the dramatic shape it 
takes. In Milanko’s narration, among other things, we see the conflict 
being described through a personalized terminology (“Rade,” “Zuti,” 
“Dragan,” “Sveto,” “Milorad”) and maybe because of these 
personalized illustrations through a rather implacable terminology. 

Sveto and Milanko retell war crimes in which personal relationships 
among the deceased, surviving victims, and perpetrators are portrayed—
they are not strangers. This proximity between perpetrator and victim 
seems to make Sveto and Milanko pessimistic about post-war 
reconciliation in Bosnia. Their reasoning is consistent with that of Simmel 
(1908[1955], 121–22), who argues that someone who cannot forget 
different events cannot reconcile because reconciliation requires 
forgiveness. Sveto and Milanko appear to argue that people’s 
consciousness cannot be erased after a trauma, and this, using Simmel’s 
words, creates “the most horrible irreconcilability”. 

Stories of Reconciliation  
Andrew Schaap (2006) and Michael Janover (2005), much like Ricœur 
and Derrida, present the image of reconciliation ideologies as often 
being general and unclearly formulated. They argue that on an 
institutional level, reconciliation can be ideologized, frequently based 
on the current government’s or regime’s efforts. An important point 
observed by Schaap (2006) and Janover (2005) is that activities on an 
institutional level often are transferred to the individual level. In my 
empirical material, the stories appear to be influenced by the regimes 
regarding the “war ideology destruction” (Christie 2004, 88–90), which 
is taking place at the Hague Tribunal and the Bosnia and Herzegovina 
tribunal on war crimes (Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2013; ICTY 
2013a; ICTY 2013b). 
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The majority of Bosniac and Croat organizations for war victims accept 
and appreciate the effort of the tribunals, in contrast to the Serbian 
organizations, which often renounce it. 

Serbian war victims see the tribunal as partisan (Delpla 2007, 228–29). 
The majority of indicted and convicted persons at the tribunal are 
Serbian politicians, soldiers, and police (Court of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 2013; ICTY 2013a; ICTY 2013b). Regional discussions 
often stress the importance of justice being done after the war. What is 
not clearly stated in the discourse is that this justice enforcement also 
may entrench the antagonism and social identities that emerged during 
the war (Steflja 2010). 

Justice for war victims is one of the most important conditions for 
reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Ericsson 2011). Many war 
criminals are detained by the Hague tribunal and the Bosnia and 
Herzegovina tribunal on war crimes; several have been convicted for 
crimes committed during the war, but many are still at large. Ricœur 
(2004[2000], 460) argues that forgiveness is possible only when one or 
several are singled out as guilty. Similar arguments emerge with most 
of the interviewees in this study. To achieve reconciliation in Bosnia, 
forgiveness is required and from what I saw in the interviewees’ stories, 
it is easier to forgive someone who is in prison for his crimes. During 
the war, Radovan was called into the Serbian militia, but he could not 
participate because of his illness. Nowadays, he is retired and living in 
northwestern Bosnia; he says indignantly that “the task must be done, if 
one wants to reconcile”: 

The first thing that needs to be done, if you want reconciliation, is 
to bring the war criminals to justice. Even if it was my own late 
father, I would have wanted him to take responsibility if he had 
murdered a civilian, in front of a firing squad or in jail. Who 
gives one the right to rape someone’s sister and mother or to 
murder someone? The sentences passed in the Hague are a joke. 
A 10-year sentence is transformed into 6 years for good behavior. 
Without justice and by that I mean real justice/…/there can be no 
reconciliation. 

Radovan’s recipe for reconciliation is based on justice for the victim 
and punishment for the perpetrator or the idea of a punishment visible 
for all, that must be displayed as a ceremony or a spectacle. At the same 
time, Christie (2004, 92–100) believes that there will be a better 
reconciliation result if the victim and perpetrator meet in front of a 
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mediator and an audience. This public process creates a situation in 
which the perpetrator is ashamed instead of being legally punished; 
thus, justice is done for the victim. 

I was influenced by Christie’s perspective while gathering material and 
therefore asked during the interview of a former concentration camp 
detainee a question inspired by the South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission. Sanel’s health is damaged from repeated physical abuse, 
starvation, and anxiety in the concentration camp. He is retired and 
lives in Scandinavia. These are his words on the conditions for 
reconciliation: 

Sanel: That all those, I don’t want to say war criminals but all 
those who had something to do with this evil, to come forward in 
order to get judged. Everyone should confess to what they have 
done, physical abuse, rape, murder, etc., thus it would not be 
important where they were judged, they could be judged at their 
own court in Banja Luka4.  

Goran: What about giving them pardon if they confessed on 
television? 

Sanel: For the murders, too? 

Goran: Yes. 

Sanel: Well, regarding physical abuse and such, it would probably 
be OK but not murder. For murder, you have to spend time in jail 
according to the court’s sentence./.../You cannot slaughter people 
with such pleasure and just say sorry, it is simply not possible. 
You can forgive someone for beating you up but not for killing 
your brother. 

The individual’s depictions of their war memories are often contradictory 
and ambivalent (Jansen 2007). In some cases, the interviewees’ 
narratives in this study are also contradictory and ambivalent. The 
narrators oscillate between different identities and perspectives, 
depending on the situations, relations, and questions they face. In one 
and the same sentence, or paragraph, they can express two completely 
different opinions. 

Sanel, just like Radovan, delineates a sort of reconciliation recipe that 
seems to influence Bosnian people on an everyday basis: One of the 

                                                        
4 Banja Luka is a town in northwestern Bosnia. 
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most important conditions for reconciliation is justice for the victims of 
war. Earlier, I mentioned Ricœur (2004[2000], 460), who believes that 
forgiveness is possible only where there is someone who is presumed 
guilty. On the other hand, the point made by Ricœur and Derrida on 
forgiveness and punishment is that there is not much room for 
forgiveness, partly because of the unconditionality, which is seen as an 
important postulate for forgiveness (Derrida 2004, 34–40, 56-7; Ricœur 
2004[2000], 468). Sanel is putting up demands that must be met before 
he forgives and reconciles (“all those who had something to do with 
this evil, to come forward in order to get judged”); he will not forgive 
just like that. Obtaining amnesty by confessing on television could be 
interpreted as a lowering of Sanel’s conditions at the expense of the 
perpetrator’s undergoing disgrace. 

Christie (2004, 92–100) advocates a truth commission instead of punishing 
the guilty individuals. The idea of a truth commission is not to condemn 
a criminal but to give him an opportunity to express shame for his action 
and thereby be forgiven. The criminal shall be offered reentry into the 
community through his display. Even in the context of a truth commission, 
a perpetrator’s plea for forgiveness (for example, on television) could be 
understood as conditional: participation in a truth commission lets the 
perpetrator avoid a judicial trial and potential punishment. 

Simmel (1955[1908], 121–22) writes that someone who cannot forgive 
cannot fully reconcile. Forgiveness by punishment is ruled out because 
of unconditionality (Derrida 2004, 34–40, 56–57; Ricœur 2004[2000], 
468). Conditionality is present in all stories on post-war reconciliation. 
Sanel’s question of forgiveness and reconciliation is conditioned by the 
crimes he suffered during the war. Through a public confession and 
apology on the television, Sanel may consider forgiving physical 
assault—but not murder. If we merge the perspectives of Simmel, 
Ricœur, and Derrida, we could say that Sanel’s reconciliation is not 
complete. We could also say that Sanel is criticizing the reconciliation 
manual advocated by Simmel and others. 

Variation is a very interesting dynamic at the interpersonal level of 
reconciliation. Relatives of survivors often want to co-exist in peace 
with former enemies, with or without forgiveness and reconciliation. It 
seems that forgiveness and reconciliation are not mandatory after a war. 
Nor is it certain that reconciliation includes forgiveness (Sampson 
2003). In the previous quotations, a resistance against forgiveness 
emerges, in which Sanel obviously reacts strongly to the questions 
about whether he is ready to forgive. Sanel answers by mentioning 
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examples of difficult personal experiences and more or less explicitly 
shows the impossibility of forgiveness in relation to these experiences. 
It seems that “conditioned reconciliation” could be interpreted as a 
resistance to or option of reconciliation based on forgiveness. 

Stories of Conditions for Reconciliation 
What is required to make Sanel’s reconciliation complete? Is it that 
those who participated in the atrocities admit to emotions such as 
remorse and shame when they ask their victims for forgiveness? The 
interviewee stories are imbued with conditionality when they speak about 
reconciliation following the Bosnian war. Among other things, they 
highlight the importance of emotional commitment from the 
perpetrator—the perpetrator’s display of remorse and shame. In addition, 
a collective responsibility for war actions is noted when conditions are 
imposed. An illustrative example is found from Ljubo, who worked in 
an elementary school in northwestern Bosnia during the war, as well as 
after. This is Ljubo’s version of a possible reconciliation in Bosnia: 

But honestly, if one repents honestly and everyone is held 
accountable for their actions, I for mine, you for yours, and the 
third person for his, and we all apologize to one another, but it must 
come from the heart and with tears, this way there might lead to 
reconciliation./.../Remorse from all three sides, because one 
cannot be responsible for the war if the other did not participate. 
They must have quarreled with each other because if there was no 
quarrel, they would not have made war. 

Ljubo’s version emphasizes two central aspects for making reconciliation 
possible. One is the individual’s emotional commitment (“it must come 
from the heart and with tears”), and the second is reciprocity in 
reconciliation (“remorse from all three sides”). He presents a kind of 
blueprint for reconciliation in which the individual and collective levels 
are interconnected. He presents and links the individual level to 
emotions that need to be shown, and he links the collective level to a 
universal war guilt (“all three sides”). Another empirical example, in 
which reconciliation is conditioned with the perpetrator’s emotional 
commitment together with a collective responsibility, is found in the 
interview with Rifet. Rifet is a former concentration camp detainee, 
retired and living in Scandinavia, just like Sanel. Rifet says indignantly: 

I could never reconcile with those who harassed me but would 
not take revenge either. They are the ones being small now, now 
when I travel to Banja Luka, I meet with people with whom I 
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have always been a good friend, but those who did wrong, they 
stay away from me. They did not have to help me during the war, 
but they should have left me in peace. It is hard for them not 
being able to sit at my table and have a drink with me like before. 
One of these came up to me and said hello, but I told him to go to 
hell. The Serbs sitting at my table did the same and this was the 
worst for him. You should have been a man when it was at its 
worst, they said. But I would never take revenge, God forbid. I 
think it is bad enough for him when people ignore him like 
that./.../The Serbs are ashamed now, this is normal if you have an 
ounce of honor. Even though you tell them that they, personally, 
did not do anything. There are rotten ones even among my 
people, but what does that have to do with me? Whoever 
imprisoned, raped, or killed someone is a disgrace to his people. I 
despise those because they are neither Bosniacs, Serbs, nor 
Croats, they are scum./.../My message is this: You have to put all 
of that behind you and move on. Without reconciliation, there 
will be no life for us nor for Bosnia. But everything will be all 
right in the end, it must be, for the economy and everything else. 
This bond between us is a bond of fate.  

Rifet’s reasonably conciliatory attitude is still imbued with a “we” and 
“the others” division and a categorization of individuals based on their 
actions during the war. This can be seen as Rifet’s way of making his 
own position stronger with the aid of special symbolic expressions that 
are common for members of the groups. Rifet generates his own 
abstract world in which the members can feel safe by creating symbols 
for each group (“Bosniacs,” “Serbs,” “Croats”). This symbol creation 
can be seen as an important condition for achieving reconciliation. 
Emotions are a permanent part of all interaction, and it seems that 
communication together with defining common symbolic expressions—
with the display of correct emotions—enables cooperation even 
between enemies, and in some cases even reconciliation. 

Rifet stresses the importance of the perpetrator’s display of shame (“are 
ashamed now, this is normal if you have an ounce of honor”). John 
Braithwaite (2006[1989], 69–107) believes that the individual who 
committed the crime shows displeasure through shame, which in turn 
could evoke other emotions such as grief, guilt, remorse, and once 
again—shame. There are, according to Braithwaite, two varieties of 
shame, namely disintegrative shame and reintegrative shame. 
Disintegrative shame works negatively through stigmatization and 
expulsion of criminals, thus generating a group of individuals who are 
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excluded from the community. In other words, the individual is branded 
as a criminal and loses the right to be a part of the community (for 
example, through imprisonment and the subsequent stigmatization). 
Reintegrative shame has more of a positive effect—the individual is not 
condemned and branded even if the action is punished. The individual 
is enabled to atone for his crimes and “be forgiven,” which can be seen 
as a way to show and offer the individual reentry into the community 
through stimuli and aid. 

Rifet points out that the war criminals are shameful now, and he 
stipulates a kind of exclusion shame that works by stigmatization and 
expulsion of the criminals. This means that Rifet, on one hand, 
condemns the individual’s crimes, and on the other hand, strips him of 
his right to be a part of the group (“people ignore him”). 

Wohl et al. (2012) have, like Hutchison and Bleiker (2008) and also 
Klain and Pavic (2002), studied different functions that emotions have 
for forgiveness and reconciliation. An individual can present a specific 
image of himself or herself through displayed emotions, create and re-
create identities, or attack the identities of the others. Rifet’s story is 
emotional, and he recounts that the others are ashamed now or should 
be ashamed. In this way, he creates a collective and morally “correct” 
identity for himself and his friends and rejects his former friends 
(“those who harassed” him during the war). The shame that Rifet 
actualizes in his story seems to be able to generate reconciliation on a 
macro level; here a single perpetrator is sacrificed to achieve 
forgiveness and reconciliation between the groups (“This bond between 
us is a bond of fate”). It is rather special that Rifet sees this Simmel-
inspired bond. He refers to a kind of Yugoslav connection—despite 
everything—but similar perspectives did not emerge from the other 
analyzed narratives. 

The stories of forgiveness and reconciliation, much like the stories of 
implacability, are connected to the past; the interactive consequences of 
war-time violence are intimately linked to the narrator’s war 
experiences. The interviewees distance themselves from some 
individuals or described situations. It is common that the portrayal of 
possible forgiveness and reconciliation is transformed into a depicted 
implacable attitude, thus the interviewees negotiate their stances: they 
alternate between reconciliation and implacability statements. In these 
stories, “the others” are presented as external actors in the context (see 
the following: former friends who did not intervene and perpetrators 
who killed someone’s father). Ivo exemplifies this in his story. He is a 
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former concentration camp detainee who, during the interview, implied 
that he could “forgive” Serbian friends and acquaintances who did not 
help him when he was captured. 

Those from Prijedor did not abuse me physically nor did they do 
me any other harm. In a way, they helped out but not really. That 
day they did not. Still, one has a soul, one can forgive them. I am 
better off without them, the less I have to do with them the 
better./.../Someone who had known me all my life could have 
tried to help me get away, but no one did. What actually 
happened, if people pointed us out or placed us on lists, I don’t 
know. Anyway, I terminated everything concerning them, have 
no desire, don’t want anything from them, I don’t need them. 

The picture painted by Ivo expresses a powerful polarization between 
categories. On one hand, we have Ivo; on the other, we have his friends 
and acquaintances who did not help him although they could have. Ivo 
is portraying a distance towards his pre-war friends, and no closeness 
between the categories is displayed. I asked the following question of 
another concentration camp detainee, called Safet here, whose 80-year-
old father was tortured before being killed during the war in 
northwestern Bosnia: “In which case would you be able to forgive or 
reconcile with what happened?” His answer: 

Safet: We have already reconciled because we travel to Bosnia 
every year; this shows that we love Bosnia and that we are trying 
to return to some kind of normal life, a normal way ahead. To 
forgive … this … I only had one father, and he was killed 
unjustly, without doing wrong, you can never forgive that. 

Goran: So it is thus about what you suffered? It is probably easier 
to forgive a slap than ...? 

Safet: Yes, that is easier. Maybe you have heard that they killed 
the teacher Krupic, from Hambarine, his former pupil asked him if 
he remembered giving him the lowest grade 10 years ago? I 
suppose there were many of those who lacked wits and got hold 
of weapons.  

According to Safet, this annual trip to Bosnia means conciliation, or 
maybe even reconciliation. This trip takes Safet to an area in which his 
former enemies now constitute the majority population. He meets them 
every day, perhaps even those who tortured and killed his father. Safet 
is keen to highlight that he could never forgive such an unjust crime as 



Goran Basic 203 

his father’s murder. Simmel (1955[1908], 121–22) argues that someone 
who cannot forgive does not fully reconcile. By turning from a 
reconcilable conversation (“We have already reconciled”) to an 
implacable tone (“I only had one father and he was killed unjustly/.../you 
can never forgive that”), Safet creates a contrasting category, namely 
the category of “those who lacked wits and got hold of weapons.” 

Concluding Remarks 
Previous research on post-war society emphasized the structural violence 
with subsequent reconciliation processes. Researchers have focused on 
the importance of narratives, but they have not highlighted narratives 
about reconciliation or analyzed conditions for reconciliation in post-
war interviews. This article tries to fill this gap by analyzing stories told 
by survivors of the Bosnian war during the 1990s. 

The aim of this article was to analyze the retold experiences of 27 survivors 
from the 1990s war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. I have examined verbal 
markers of reconciliation and implacability, and I have analyzed described 
terms for reconciliation that are being actualized in the narratives. 

Post-war reconciliation in Bosnia is closely connected to the war period. 
The reconciliation process seems to correlate with the war period’s 
interactive dynamics, and events taking place during the war affect 
interpretations regarding a possible reconciliation. 

Simmel (1955[1908]) describes conflict as an interplay of proximity 
and distance between actors. Cehajic et al. (2008), Applegate (2012), 
and Millar (2012), all of whom have studied reconciliation after the 
wars in Bosnia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone, show that the relationship 
between victim and perpetrator is characterized by a combination of 
dissociation and closeness together with competition between the 
victim and perpetrator categories. In interviewees’ depictions, there is a 
similar relationship—the actors’ stories describe “them” as distant. The 
actors are portrayed as participants in two entities that compete on a 
symbolic level. The narratives on reconciliation seem to become an 
arena for different disconnects between us/we and the others. Switching 
from a reconcilable to an implacable attitude reproduces a certain 
competition because they keep alive those symbols of battle and 
demarcations that were so obviously played out during the war. 

If we were to interlink different perspectives of theorists mentioned in 
this article, we could infer that the actors’ narratives play an important 
role in a tense network of everyday interaction. In this interaction, 
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communal legal actions and politics together with the moral 
perspectives of the individuals and their laboring to establish their 
identity are combined as the individual struggles with the question: 
Shall I forgive and reconcile? Janover (2005, 232–33) emphasizes the 
importance of studying the stories of both victims and perpetrators. By 
telling their stories, victims can restore their status and attain a certain 
level of self-esteem and recognition of their identities. The perpetrators, 
by telling their stories, can explain to themselves and an audience; they 
can show their emotions and open a possibility of re-entering into the 
community. Without this type of process, the victims are at risk of 
living in an existence without peace and serenity, and the perpetrators 
are at risk of permanently being bound by their committed atrocities—
which Simmel (1955[1908], 121) calls “the most horrible irreconcilability.” 
In my analysis, I found that the possibility for forgiveness usually dies 
when the atrocity occurs, when a father is killed or a sister is raped. 
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