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 The reality of genocide in the contemporary world prompts many questions. The 

purpose of the paper is to address how the intentional manipulation of the research of 

genocides by scholars and clergy for political, economic, or other advantage warps not 

only the sanctity of our memory of past victims but thwarts our ability to improve the 

future which can only be accomplished in good conscience by pursuing truth and justice. 

It is a natural human characteristic to care about the successes and painful 

experiences that befall one’s own group.  Thus, it is not surprising that it is usually 

members of the victimized group in both natural and human disasters that will research it, 

write about it, and distribute information about the suffering that was experienced. Even 

before the term “genocide” was invented by Raphael Lemkin, people sought to have the 

tragedies experienced by a group made more widely known. We are not surprised 

therefore, that the larger number of historical accounts of genocide are often written by 

the members of the victimized groups, unless it is one in which the victims are from  

barely literate or illiterate societies. A prime example of this is the earliest 20
th

 century 

genocide of the Herreros in South-West Africa (today’s Namibia) by the German 

colonialists between 1904 and 1907.  Due to the very low level of education of the 

Herreros outsiders have written more about their atrocity than members of their own 
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Herrero community.
1
  The case of the Romas and Sinti (usually called Gypsies) is yet 

another example. Their suffering during World War II has been written about by outside 

scholars and journalists, while little has been recorded by the Romas themselves.  For that 

reason perhaps, less is known about their suffering by the general public than about the 

cases of the groups who have a more well educated population which can speak for 

themselves as well as write about themselves. Hence, we know more about the suffering 

of Jews than of Romas during the Holocaust in Yugoslavia. Thus, it stands to reason that 

Armenian scholars, journalists, politicians, and others wrote about the Armenian 

genocides of 1915 (as well as earlier massacres in 1894-1896 and 1908), that Jews wrote 

voluminously about the Holocaust of the about six million exterminated under Hitler, that 

the Russians wrote about the Gulag, that the Germans wrote about the expulsion of 

German population from Eastern Europe after World War II, and so forth. 

 However, what comes naturally is not necessarily also good. The problem is that 

when we write about our own group it is hard not to be overly subjective and motivated 

by revenge, to attempt to calculate war reparations, to gain advantage in the present and 

the future for the losses of the past, to obtain military and propaganda advances in later 

conflicts, and to propagate many other mixed or even outright base motives. In situations 

where the extermination was not one-sided there is a pronounced tendency to catalogue, 

describe, and even maximize the destruction caused by the enemy while minimizing and 

even overlooking entirely the killings and destruction caused by one’s own side as 

perpetrators.  Clearly this was the case in the Balkans during World War II and the wars 

of the 1990s.  Some have gone even further, such as in Turkey, a country where it has 

                                                
1 A similar situation exists in Rwanda and Sudan as well as other African countries where most of the 

international examination and advocacy is carried out by outsiders. 
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actually been outlawed to make claims that Ottoman Turkey carried out the Armenian 

genocide by invoking nebulous “anti-Turkishness” legislation. It is curious that nearly a 

hundred years later the governments of the Turkish Republic, which, indeed, are not the 

same entity as the Ottoman Empire, nevertheless refuse to examine openly deeds for 

which present-day Turks cannot be held responsible, unless one adheres to completely 

obsolete notions of collective guilt.  

 During World War II, Raphael Lemkin, a Polish Jew who fled from the Holocaust  

to the United States and became a law professor, wrote a book, Axis Rule in Occupied 

Europe
2
 in which he proposed the term “genocide” to describe the complex process of 

annihilation or attempted annihilation of a group. The various post World War II trials 

against Nazi and Quisling officials were for “war crimes” and “crimes against humanity” 

but not yet “genocide” as the word had as yet to gain legal standing, though scholars 

became increasingly interested in debating the full implication of the concept. On 

December 9, 1948, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Convention on the 

Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. It entered into force on January 12, 

1950. 

Without reiterating the text of the Convention that is fairly well known, genocide 

is defined as “acts committed with the intent to destroy in whole or in part, a national, 

ethnical, racial or religious group”. Scholars and the public have been debating ever since 

whether the definition of the U.N. Convention is too broad or too narrow, what 

specifically is meant by “in part”, namely how small or large or significant must a part be 

in order to qualify, etc. The thorniest problem is to determine “intent”. Wide 

                                                
2 Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, Proposals 

for Redress (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1944; reprint New York: 

Howard Fertig, 1973).   
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discrepancies exist between assertions that a person or group intended a genocidal course 

of action or whether it is possible legally to prove it.  As is frequently the case, the legal 

question of genocide is not identical to the moral issue. Some of the legal issues are being 

clarified and specified in trials stemming from the recent claims of genocide in the former 

Yugoslavia and Rwanda, in the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY) as well as in the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, and the 

International Criminal Court. Additional crimes have been added to the initial list, 

including genocidal rape. 

 Another question that has been raised is the meaning of the term “ethnic 

cleansing.” Is it simply a euphemism for genocide, as some have claimed, or is it a more 

limited notion than genocide, as I have claimed?
3
  My view is that “every genocide is 

ethnic cleansing, [but] not every ethnic cleansing is genocide.”
4
 It would seem that a 

coercive but non-violent exchange of population on a small scale that has happened 

numerous times during the 20
th

 century is ethnic cleansing but it is not genocide. While 

scholars and lawyers may disagree about the extent of genocides in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina in the 1990s, hardly anyone denies the widespread ethnic cleansing. 

 As one may expect, persons from within the victim group have tended to consider 

a greater number of incidents as genocidal and have frequently exaggerated the number 

of victims and the horror of the events. On the other hand, the genocidaires, or even later 

members of groups accused of genocides will frequently either completely deny or at 

least decrease the numbers of victims and severity of the destruction. Perhaps the clearest 

example of this is the scope of the killings in the extermination camp of Jasenovac, where 

                                                
3 Paul Mojzes, “Ethnic Cleansing,”  in  Will Genocide Ever End?  Edited by Carol Rittner, John K. Roth, 

and James M. Smith (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2002), pp.  51-56 
4 Ibid., p. 54. 
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some Serb authors, such as Velimir Terzic,
5
 claimed that at least a million Serbs were 

killed whereas Franjo Tudjman enthusiastically presents claims of Serbian chetnik war 

crimes but ardently reduces the number of Serbian victims by the ustashe. 
6
  

 It is not my intention to get into the numbers game, although establishing a 

generally dependable figure for all genocides, including the one at Jasenovac is desirable 

and would be useful for purposes of truth and justice. I am arguing that using the 

numbers game as political bludgeon and propaganda weapon to humiliate and oppress is 

unethical. By deliberately exaggerating or underestimating we are playing dangerous 

games with the horrendous reality of a genocide or ethnic cleansing. In the case of 

exaggeration we are at least symbolically destroying additional, though illusory, members 

of the victim group.  By reducing the numbers we are denying the very real suffering, 

torture, and deaths that did occur, pretending as if these people never lived. The effect is 

destroying them twice—once when they died and now annihilating them and their 

memory again. To state the above more emphatically, those who intentionally enlarge 

the number of victims are “killing” fictional members of a group that their enemies 

did not exterminate. Those who intentionally deny or diminish the scope of the 

extermination are killing them twice by attempting to destroy even their memory in 

addition to the actual lives that were lost or traumatized.  

 The act of maximizing or minimizing the number of victims means claiming a 

half-truth.  Perhaps the number was grossly exaggerated and by reducing it one might be 

moving to the opposite side of truth. And vice versa, by increasing the number that had 

                                                
5 Velimir Terzić, Jugoslavija u aprilskom ratu 1941 (Titograd, 1963). 
6 Franjo Tudjman, Horrors of War: Historical Reality and Philosophy. Revised ed. (Transl. By Katarina 

Mijatović) (New York: M. Evans and Company, Inc. 1996), p. 268. From what I could see he does not 

provide his own estimate though he  wrote that the figure could range between 20,000 and 40,000. 
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been underestimated again one may assert a half-truth.  However, it is a well accepted 

insight that two half-truths do not make a whole truth but lead into total error. An 

example of this can even be found in scholarly publications when the author, presumably 

well-meaning, accepts too wide a spectrum of estimated victims
7
 which may lead the 

thoughtful reader to wonder about the accuracy of other, perhaps more reliable data.  It 

may also mislead an entire generation of students who may not know better but take these 

data as being true. For all the above reasons we must decisively say “no” to both the 

deniers and fabricators of the genocide in Jasenovac and other similar cases. 

 When such a casual attitude toward truth is the result of estimates by survivors 

soon after the slaughter it may be psychologically understandable as they are in a state of 

shock having been surrounded by staggering numbers of those exterminated and often 

barely surviving themselves from intended murder. It is even understandable 

psychologically (though certainly not the work of a healthy normal mind) when the 

perpetrators boast about the inflated number of those whom they claim to have destroyed.  

It is even a forgivable sin (but a sin nevertheless) when politicians for allegedly greater 

purposes of raison d’etat use figures loosely for their own advantage.  We know that 

politics is the art of the possible and many a politician has bent the truth to gain an 

advantage, such as larger reparations claims, more advantageous borders, a more 

favorable peace treaty, and so forth.   

 There are two groups for whom the maximizing or minimizing of genocidal 

claims is unforgivable; they are scholars and the clergy.  For them the old Balkan adage 

is mandatory:  “ni po babu ni po stricevima vec po pravdi Boga istinitog” [loosely 

                                                
7 For example, R.J. Rummel, Death by Government (New Brunswick, USA and London, UK: Transaction 

Publishers, 2007),  pp. 340-343. 
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translated, “neither in favor of one’s father, nor one’s uncles but according to the justice 

of the God of truth.”]   When scholars and the clergy misrepresent genocides (and for that 

matter other claims) it is particularly dangerous, even demonic, because people tend to 

trust them more than politicians, journalists, lawyers, the military, and members of many 

other professions. 

 The very reason for the existence of scholars is to seek the truth in their various 

branches of intellectual inquiry. They are usually not under the same political exigencies 

as politicians (though they are not immune from political pressures and ideological 

seduction) and generally are given more time and resources (such as access to materials, 

documents and archives as well as linguistic training) to research and establish the 

truth—perhaps not the Absolute Truth, but the regular, down to earth, commonly 

understood truth. It should not matter (though in the past it tended to matter very much) 

what the national origin, religion, or citizenship of the scholar is.  By discovering data 

using critical thinking, debating, discussing, and cooperating with other scholars, the 

scholar seeks to establish the hard facts as fairly and objectively as humanly possible. 

Since utter objectivity is impossible to human beings-- though many scholars 

claim falsely that they are following it--what is important is for the scholar to divulge 

clearly her or his biases, which every human being has by the very fact of human 

subjectivity. We all see and hear the world through a particular prism, through our own 

set of eyes and ears. When our natural inclinations/biases are admitted openly then the 

readers/listeners can take precaution to interpret what the scholars say. Most people 

would understand, for instance, that a Chinese scholar may perceive the facts differently 

from a Japanese scholar. But what would be unforgivable for a Japanese scholar is to 
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claim that the genocide in Nanking and other parts of China did not occur in the winter of 

1937. The same applies to Serbian and Croatian scholars—as well as Jewish, German, 

Slovenian, Boshniak, Italian, American, and others about what transpired in the Balkans 

during World War II in the territory of the former Yugoslavia. Perhaps at some future 

time it will not happen as it happened to me in August 2006; when I searched the 

bookstores in Novi Sad (the city of my youth) I found that only books about the 

genocides of the ustaše, which were written by Serbs, were available.  It would be my 

guess that if I were to look in bookstores in Osijek (the city of my birth) I would have 

found only books by Croats about četnik genocidal actions.  Is it completely unrealistic to 

look forward to the day when one would find reliable, non-propagandistic books about 

the genocides committed in the Balkans written by a variety of scholars, perhaps working 

together in establishing the facts? 

 Up until now, the clergy of all major faiths in the Balkans tended to see 

themselves as shepherds/pastors of their flock. And, who will blame a shepherd for being 

a defender of his flock against the threats by wild beasts?  But the clergy are not merely 

shepherds, for they also consider themselves agents or messengers of God.  In this second 

task they failed miserably because they frequently misinterpreted God as favoring their 

own nation.  “Gott mit uns,” “Bog čuva Srbe,” “Bog čuva Hrvate”
8
 and similar claims 

could and still can be heard from clergy. Greatly neglected are the divine calls for justice, 

righteousness, truth, mercy, forgiveness, reconciliation, peacefulness, concern for the 

other—and, at least in Christianity, the mandate to “love one’s enemies.”
9
  

                                                
8 “God with us,” “God protects the Serbs,” and “God protects the Croats.” 
9 An excellent example of a clergyman’s and scholar’s application of religious principles to the  challenge 

of reconciliation is by Donald W. Shriver, Jr, An Ethic for Enemies:Forgiveness in Politics (New York: 
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 Just as in the U.N. Convention for the Prevention of the Crime of Genocide in 

which intention is a crucial element in determining whether certain actions are genocidal, 

the same applies to scholars and clergy. What is the intention or motivation, or purpose of 

the author or speaker? If it is to manipulate the readers, to obtain propaganda advantages, 

to gain financial or material rewards, to humiliate a perceived enemy, to claim a territory 

for otherwise insufficient reasons, to settle ancient accounts, to sow hatred, to spread fear 

among the population for the purpose of organizing them to attack, and a myriad of other 

reasons, then it is clearly an abuse of scholarship and the preaching of God’s word. 

 A somewhat more complicated issue is whether it is justifiable to manipulate the 

data for revenge.  If the result of our labor is that the perpetrators of recent genocides are 

punished, then there is a certain satisfaction that they got what they deserved.  The 

problem is, that in the efforts to avenge the deaths of the victims, the avenging side often 

kills indiscriminately many innocent victims of the other side. Mahatma Gandhi has 

clearly warned the world that pursuing a policy of  “eye for an eye” ends in blinding the 

whole world.  That is surely what happened in the Balkans, more than once, including the 

most recent events at the end of the twentieth century.  

 It is my contention that only by establishing the truth about events through 

historical, theological, psychological, sociological, archeological, judicial, and by any 

other dependable means, can we actually obtain justice.
10

  Obtaining justice satisfies our 

                                                                                                                                            
Oxford University Press, 1997). To my knowledge no similar works have as yet been written by clergy and 

scholars of the Balkans to provide a similar prophetic witness for overcoming genocidal tragedies. 
10 Among the many other publications printed in the West are Martha Minow, Between Vengeance and 
Forgiveness: Facing History after Genocide and Mass Violence (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998), William 

Bole, Drew Christiansen, SJ, and Robert Hennemeyer, Forgivenss in International Politics:  An Alternative 

Road to Peace (Washington, DC: United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2004),  and Lucia Ann 

McSpadden (ed),  Reaching Reconciliation:  Churches in Transition to Democracy in Eastern and Central 

Europe (Uppsala, Sweden: Life & Peace Institute, 2000).  
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desire or even our presumed need for revenge and it does so in a way that is less likely to 

ignite a future round of genocides. 

 Based on truth and justice it will be possible to undertake the arduous task of 

genuine forgiveness and reconciliation, which I contend is a nearly superhuman, yet still 

a most human task necessary for a lasting peace. The ability to forgive and secure 

reconciliation with our enemies is a divine gift available to us if we are willing to receive 

it.  The memorial to the victims of Fascism in Novi Sad on the banks of the Danube River 

where many hundreds were killed in the winter of 1942, reads: “Sećanje je spomenik 

tvrdji od kamena. Ako smo ljudi oprostiti moramo, zaboraviti ne smemo.”  

[Remembrance is a memorial harder than stone. If we are people we must forgive, but 

must not forget.”]   

I believe that this is our task at the Fourth International Conference about 

Jasenovac. Scholars should lead us in not forgetting; clergy should lead us in forgiving. 

In good time, common folk are or will be willing to do both. 


