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INTRODUCTION 
 

This ethnography is about the aesthetic, habitual, and sentimental registers of 

some Bosnian Muslims’ (Bosniaks) daily lives in post-war Sarajevo. It addresses the 

ages-old themes of Bosnians’ multiple belongings and the question of political 

subjectivity through lived experience with a particular focus on the contemporary 

urgency to generate Bosniak national and religious subjectivity. It attends to the affective 

surplus of mundane scenes that convey the disconcerting drama of conversion to Islam, 

the nervous accumulation of new Islamic sensibilities, the vibrant ethos of Yugoslavism, 

the politically vulnerable but habitually engrained identity of Bosniannes, shared 

memories of the recent war, and the sustenance of the material and sentimental textures 

of domestic and communal life. Attending to the eventful character of the daily life 

enables the work to detail and test the existing frames of understanding Bosniaks (such as 

Nationalization and Islamization) and to further explore the potentialities of lived 

experience that escape existing regimes of representation.  

As a result of the bloody conflict (1992-1995) that lasted 44 months, more than 

200,000 Bosnians lost their lives and more than 2 million (half of the country’s pre-war 

population) were displaced, migrated internally, or moved abroad. The siege of Sarajevo 

is the longest siege in the modern history of warfare, whereas Srebrenica witnessed the 

largest mass murder in Europe since the Second World War—more than 8,000 male 

Bosniaks were killed within a week.  The Dayton Peace Agreement that was signed in 

December 1995 to urge an end to the war is still the country’s major constitution, 

although it has not been translated to the local language (Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian).  
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According to the Dayton stipulations, Bosnia is territorially divided into two 

entities—the Croat-Bosniak Federation of Bosnia (henceforth the “Federation”), and the 

Republika Srpska (henceforth “RS”). In addition to these two entities, there is Brcko 

District, a self-governing, multinational district which is formally part of both entities. 

Furthermore, the Federation is constituted by ten cantons, seven of which are populated 

mostly by Bosniaks and the rest mostly by Croats. While Serbs of RS can be said to enjoy 

their territorial autonomy most, Croats’ and Bosniaks’ autonomy are limited to cantons 

that are endowed with less power. Furthermore, Bosniaks nor Croats solely occupy any 

of the cantons. The Federation covers 51% of the territory, whereas RS covers 49%. 

Bosnia’s population is estimated at 45 million.1 According to the World Bank 2009 

report, approximately 64% of the population lives in the Federation and 34% lives in RS, 

while Brcko District is a home to 2% of the population.  

 Unlike the prewar times, the settlement patterns of the population in post-war 

Bosnia reflect the logic of the administrative and territorial division provisioned in the 

Dayton. The territory is ethnically homogenized. Most of the Serb population live in RS 

in Northwestern and East Bosnia, while most of the Croats live in Herzegovina in 

Bosnia’s south, and most of the Bosniaks live in seven of the ten cantons in the 

Federation.  

Marked with the multi-ethnic and multi-religious legacy of the former 

Yugoslavia, Sarajevo is the administrative and cultural center of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. During the war, the city survived the longest siege in modern history (44 
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months). Daily survival or everyday life itself emerged as the primary site of struggle 

during the siege. Sustenance of “normalcy” by keeping up with the routines in public 

such as going to work under sniper and mortar attacks, attending school in the shelters, 

watching a play in candle light, as well as taking care of domestic chores under dire 

situations gave people a sense of continuity, ontological safety, and a means to come to 

terms with the drastic impact of the war. The city has also been a site of internationally 

sponsored political and social engineering and has witnessed substantial internal and 

external migration. Today, Sarajevo has become not only the administrative capital, but 

also a social and geographic nexus where Muslims from various parts of Bosnia 

constantly redefine the Bosnian Muslim identity through daily interactions with each 

other and with foreign western and Islamic international communities. 

Today, Bosnia is a de facto protectorate state, the post-war governance of which 

is characterized by the deep involvement of international organizations. The highest 

political authority in Bosnia is the Office of High Representative (OHR) held by 

European diplomats and politicians since 1996. The office that was established to 

facilitate the peace implementation process has become Bosnia’s most fundamental 

institution. OHR is equipped with legislative and executive powers including the 

abolishment of the parliament.  

Bosnia’s governmental structure is very complex and asymmetrical. There is a 

bicameral parliament and legislature. The presidency rotates every eight months among 

the three members of the presidency, each of whom represents the three main ethnic 

groups. Nevertheless, constituent ethnic groups have different commitments to the central 
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state. While most Bosniak parties and community support the central government, Serb 

and Croat parties seek their communal interest in high degree of decentralization. Since 

the power-sharing regulations of the Dayton provision require agreement among all three 

groups and endow each group with a right to veto, the process of decision making is 

subject to constant blockages. 

Under the Dayton provisions, entities have rights over taxation, business 

development, and legislation. Entities and cantons have their own budgets to spend on 

infrastructure, education, and health care. Therefore, the real power lies at the entity level 

while state institutions have almost no independent revenue and are almost dependant on 

the entity budgets. The imbalance of power between entities and the state invigorates the 

centripetal tendencies. Ultimately, it can be said that, the Dayton provisions, rather than 

solving the question of the territorial and administrative integrity or partition of the 

country, have institutionalized the problem.  

Fifteen years after the war’s end in 1995, despite the partial achievements of 

internationally-governed efforts to rebuild the state, return refugees, and cultivate peace, 

mutual trust among communities, the existence of a common Bosnian public, and 

optimism about the future of Bosnia are still questionable issues. The majority of Serbs 

and a strong minority of Croats still prefer secession from Bosnia. While Croats and 

Serbs of Bosnia enjoy the security of protectorate from Serbia and Croatia, Bosniaks, 

unlike other constituencies, have higher stakes and investment in collaborating with the 

western international community’s agenda of maintaining the political integrity of 

Bosnia.  Nevertheless, their growing alignments with Muslim communities from Europe 
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and the Near and Middle East do not promise much political security but alleviate a sense 

of being left alone or unattended. Amidst lingering, painful memories of frustration with 

Europe’s wartime inertia in terms of not intervening in the conflict in a timely way, future 

membership in the European Union still constitutes the country’s broadest political 

agenda.  

Mundane life on the ground, however, points to sentiments and practices that do 

not necessarily find their expression in the existing grammar of politics, taxonomies of 

the nation-state, and representational regimes. Strong sentiments of anxiety, fear, and 

disorientation and a deep distrust and pessimism towards the future of Bosnia go hand in 

hand with the pressing need to come to terms with the past, to find means of survival on a 

daily basis, and to adapt to the gradual Islamization of the country’s socio-cultural and 

political landscapes. Within such a context, my work ethnographically traces Bosniaks’ 

sentiments in their mundane forms to depict these war-shattered complex social realities 

in three specific analytical registers: the residual and reinvigorated sensibilities of the 

Ottoman past, the living ethos of supranational Yugoslavism, and the gravity of 

Bosnianness as a territorial and supra-ethnic identity with newly emerging Islamic 

practices and sensibilities.  

Intermeco (Intermezzo) is the name of Bosnia’s national anthem. It has no lyrics 

since, the ethnic constituencies of Bosnia cannot agree on any. In musical jargon, 

intermeco means an instrumental interlude between acts of performance, whereas 

Bosniaks call it gluha himna (deaf anthem) for its lack of lyrics. Ostali smo bez teksta 

(literally meaning, “We are left without a text,” which can also be translated as “we are 
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speechless”) is one of the common complaints one frequently hears in Bosnia, 

articulating a sense of helplessness due to still not knowing the exact cause of the war or 

what the future might be like. It is also the articulation of being left out without a grand 

narrative after the collapse of Yugoslavia. While the gradually weakened national 

investment in Bosnia’s present and future is tangible in explicit demands for secession by 

the majority of Serbs and a strong minority of Croats, on behalf of Bosniaks, who still 

sustain their historically conditioned habit of investing and hoping for the sustenance of 

the political integrity of multiethnic Bosnia, the “deafness” of the anthem has other 

valences. It means being prone to the compelling task of carving out a Bosniak-only 

national subjectivity and imaginary, its protocols not much different than the other 

constituencies of Bosnia. However, there is not enough political will or desire for a 

Muslim-only state, or much belief in the plausibility of one. The historical condition of 

never having had a national sovereignty of their own, and its weak plausibility in terms of 

Europe’s political agenda—namely, fear of a Muslim state within its own territory—has 

been dramatically staged during the recent war. However, does it mean Bosniaks want a 

state of their own? Not necessarily. Nevertheless, having faced the foreclosure of even 

the possibility of having a national sovereignty of their own (which was one of the 

constantly shifting war-time political agendas of the Muslim political leaders) has created 

its own frustrations, regardless of the presence or absence of the organized, sustained, and 

communally shared political will, cadre, and agenda. Most of the Bosniaks today voice 

the same tired plot of complaining about Europe not granting or allowing the formation 

of a Bosniak state as was the case with Jews and Israel.  
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The Ottoman Empire was an essentially non-nation state; its subjects were 

administratively divided into groups according to their religion, not nationality. 

According to this peculiar millet system, Muslims of Bosnia were one of the millets along 

with the country’s Catholics and Orthodox. In the century preceding the beginning of 

Austro-Hungarian rule (1878), Ottoman territories in Europe had witnessed the 

emergence of nationalism; for some millets nation became more important than religion. 

The Balkan Orthodox groups in the 19th century, for instance, became more concerned 

about their continuity as a national group than as an Orthodox population of an empire.  

Nationalist formations in the 19th century were not limited to the European 

territories of the Empire, The Muslim millet-hood started to become an insufficient 

binding force for many parts of the Arab world as well. One of the exceptions was the 

case of the Muslim community of Bosnia as they fell under the rule of a non-Muslim 

state, that is, the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was the beginning of the substitution of 

religion with national identity for Muslims of Bosnia, unlike the case with Orthodox 

Serbs and Catholic Croats in the country. It was also the first time Bosnian Muslims 

showed concern about their self-definition.  

The history of Bosnian Muslims’ not being granted status (and not having a 

politically organized explicit desire, I would add) as a sovereign religious or ethnic group 

dates back to the Bosnian Muslim leaders’ quick pledge of allegiance to the Austro-

Hungarian regulation that limited Muslims’ political existence to religious and cultural 

autonomy. During this crucial historical period the Austro-Hungarian governor Benjamin 

Kallay introduced the idea of Bosnjanstvo (Bosnianism) as an attempt to secularize 
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Bosnia. By the beginning of the 20th century, Bosnians were divided into three religious 

groups with equal rights: Serbs, Croats and Muslims. In this period, when the substitution 

of religion for national identity among Bosnian Muslims (unlike the Serbs and Croats of 

Bosnia) was launched, some secular Bosnian Muslims started developing pro-Serb or 

pro-Croat affiliations in order to avoid the religious coverage of the name ‘Muslim.’  

Friedman (1996) explains Muslims’ overall compliance with the new Austro-

Hungarian regime as a matter of maintening their socio-economic privileges and way of 

life. Keeping Bosnian Muslims’ land privileges and the maintenance of feudal social 

stratification, Friedman argues, was in tandem with Austro-Hungarians’ policy of 

balancing Serbs’ and Croats’ political will over Bosnia and curbing their nationalistic and 

irredentist agendas. According to the agreement between the Ottoman and Habsburg 

states, Muslims of Bosnia were tied to the religious authorities in Istanbul until their 

region’s formal annexation to the Austria-Hungarian Empire in 1908.  

 Gagnon (2004), in his political analysis of the recent Yugoslav war, points to the 

Habsburg legacy as the major historical force that introduced “political homogeneity” 

(p.15) in spatial terms. In tandem with political shifts from religious to dynastic terms 

that started in the 16th century, the political space in Europe had begun to be 

territorialized in terms of linguistically and ethnically homogenous units. The 

introduction of this new conception of political space through new Habsburg rule, he 

argues, was an imposition on the existing complexity of the Ottoman polity in which 

identities were not spatialized.  

Bosnian Muslims had always occupied a precarious position in this carefully 
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surveilled official political taxonomy of the former Yugoslavia that was based on the 

delicate balance between supranational category of Yugoslavism and national groups. 

The incommensurability between the Ottoman millet system and the western European 

conceptualization of political space in ethnic and national terms since the beginning of 

19th century did not leave Bosniaks much space but to be an anomaly in the national 

taxonomy of both the Austro-Hungarian Empire and two following Yugoslavias. Since 

the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, the dominant political frame in which they 

were structured was to be a non-sovereign religious community. Although some secular 

Muslims of Bosnia had developed pro-Serb or pro-Croat identifications from the Austro-

Hungarian period onwards, their lack of a national marker compared to that of Croats or 

Serbs entitled them to be the primary candidates for the universal vision of Yugoslavism 

promoted by Tito’s federalism.  

Put succinctly, Bosniaks’ national question, namely, their difficulties in carving 

out a national identification out of religious and cultural ones, has been scrutinized in 

relation to the consequences of the incommensurabilities of the Ottoman millet system 

with the 19th century Western taxonomy of a nation-state (Pinson 1996, Gagnon 2004, 

Donia 1981); the gravity of their territorial attachments and the primacy of the 

peculiarities of Bosnianness that cut across ethnic and religious identifications (Todorova 

1997, Buturovic 2002); their strong attachment to the ethos of Yugoslavism (Banac 1996, 

Djokic 2003); and finally, their fluid identities, as the culmination of all these historically 

conditioned structural phenomena. In a similar vein, the triple transition from socialism to 

a market economy, from war to peace, and from authoritarianism to democracy has 
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become the broadest explanatory frame that structures most recent scholarly attention on 

Bosnia. This work does not suggest a new frame. Nevertheless, it ethnographically details 

and complicates the question of belonging and survival with a reference to neatly defined 

economic, cultural, and political agendas and their related practices of knowledge 

production. In that sense, it is a story of Bosniaks’ cumbersome task of carving out 

Bosniak subjectivity while trying to make ends meet on a daily basis.  

Today, Bosniaks are compelled to pursue the double agenda of both generating a 

Muslim-only identity (Bosniak), an identity category coined during and after the war, and 

Bosnianness, a regional identity that cuts across the ethnic-cum-religious identities. 

While being Bosniak is a process the terms of which are still being defined, negotiated, 

and challenged, the regional identity has a forceful gravity on sentiments and national 

belonging. According to Fine’s (1996) account, the ethnic labels used in Bosnia today are 

a 19th century phenomena, and trying to trace them back to Medieval times is a futile 

effort. “Bosnian,” he argues, is the most cogent term since it was the name of the 

medieval state that was inherited by the Ottoman state and the following rulers of the 

country. He underlines that neither Croats nor Serbs have had serious historical claims 

over Bosnia, except for the brief Ustasha2 state during the WWII and Serb rule over the 

country during the interwar Yugoslavia.  

Reference to Medieval Bosnia has a tangible gravity among Bosniaks today. It 

underlines centuries of territorial belonging, regardless of religious differences. The 

territory was populated by Slavs that settled in the region during the late 6th and early 7th 
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centuries and was under constant threat by the Kingdom of Hungary and the Byzantium 

Empire. Nevertheless, by the 12th century Bosnia found a means to have a sovereignty of 

its own and founded a state ruled by local bans (Malcolm 1996). The independent state of 

Bosnia is doubly marked by severing its ties with international Catholicism and 

establishing their own Bosnian church in schism with Rome (Fine 1996). Fine argues 

against the commonly held belief that the Bosnian church was dualist, neo-Manichean, or 

Bogomil. He claims that the church retained its basic Catholic theology through the 

Middle Ages, such as, “accepting the omnipotent God, the Trinity, the church buildings, 

the cross, cult of saints, religious art, and part of the Old Testament” (p. 8). Nevertheless, 

tracing their origin back to the Bosnian church and claiming its heterodoxy with a 

particular emphasis that it was neither Catholic nor Orthodox, is a widely shared common 

belief, especially among Bosniaks today. It provides a narrative structure like that of the 

Serbs and Croats that underlines a longue durée substantiating primordial claims to the 

land of Bosnia; it also declares that the land has never been and should never be part of 

Serbia or Croatia.  

The Ottoman invasion of Bosnia marked the beginning of the gradual conversion 

to Islam from both Catholicism and Orthodoxy. According to Fine’s account, one of the 

basic features of Bosnia was its low religiosity, or having never been strong Christians. 

He substantiates his argument by comparing Bulgarian, Greek, Croatian, and Serbian 

cases with “well-organized state churches, with large and thriving monasteries, and an 

active Episcopal structure, commanding considerable loyalty” (Pp.17-18) with the case of 

Bosnia, where weak and decentralized rival organizations commanded religious life. He 
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illustrates his argument by pointing to the comparative small sizes of churches, and the 

shortage of priests in Bosnia. Therefore, according to Fine, conversion to Islam among 

these “shaky Christians” (p.18) was a relatively smooth and gradual process that provided 

its new members with worldly advantages. In addition to that, he suggests the term 

“acceptance” instead of “conversion” (p.19), underlining the continuity in the lifeworlds  

and retention of domestic customs and many Christian practices among those Bosnians 

who shifted their religious affiliations.  

Today, the task of carving out a national belonging is doubly compelling for those 

Bosniaks who can imagine neither a Muslim-only social life nor a political and public life 

organized according to Islamic principles. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to infer that 

Muslim publics that organize their life-worlds according to Islamic principles and that are 

more connected with local and international Islamic communities are pursuing the task of 

establishing a Muslim state in Bosnia. The public talks, interviews, and declarations of 

the country’s most prominent and popular Islamic figure, the Reis-ul Ulema (the head of 

the Muslims) Ceric, point to an agenda of demanding legal and cultural regulations for 

Muslims not only of Bosnia, but all of Europe. Ultimately, it could be said that the 

broadest political imaginary for a Muslim-only existence is to be a religiously and 

culturally distinct community not much different from that of Habsburg times, when the 

religious and educational affairs of the Muslims of Bosnia were regulated by the Porte 

(the Ottoman government in Istanbul) while Bosniaks were officially citizens of the 
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Austro-Hungarian Empire in the second half of the 19th century. Nevertheless, Ceric 

publicly declares, “My Sultan is not in Istanbul, my Sultan is in Brussels.”3  

Coming back to the Intermeco, an anthem without lyrics is an apt articulation of 

common sentiments on the ground. Nevertheless, it is important to understand Bosniaks’ 

peculiar nervousness about the existing void in the national order of things, as well as 

their concern for possibilities of survival in the future in its mundane forms. “What if war 

breaks out again? Who would fight and die for Bosnia?” are the most destabilizing 

questions anyone barely dares to explicitly address. Would their territorial attachments to 

Bosnia (doubling as a cultural identity with an accent on religious belonging) suffice to 

survive in the midst of rising demands of Serbs’ and Croats’ secession? Would an 

investment in the political unity of Bosnia with its roots in a strong territorial identity 

cutting across religious and ethnic differences make a plausible agenda for survival when 

the country is territorially and administratively divided? What does alignment with the 

Muslim countries in the Near and Middle East and the other Muslim communities in 

Europe practically mean?  

Today, one of the biggest “public secrets” (Taussig 1999:2) of Bosniaks is that 

they do not invest in carving out a Bosniak-only national belonging. The political 

discourse of the SDA (Stranka Demokratska Akcija, Party of Democratic Action) that 

consigns Bosniak’s religious belonging to a nationalist discourse does not have much 

answerability in people’s mundane lives and sentiments. Bosniaks tacitly communicate 

their knowledge that it is impossible to have a state and nation of their own. The 
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contemporary structural impasse conditioning this situation is easiest to communicate 

(through complaints about RS and Europe’s ultimate and primary fear of a Muslim state). 

However, how to communicate the lack of a will for a national sovereignty of their own? 

The focus of this work are the mundane forms in which this peculiar Bosniak 

nervousness is expressed.  

This work draws on intermeco as a heuristic device. Intermeco is the spot where 

this ethnographic account attends to the interstitial zones between speech and its conduct, 

between sensory experience and its conceptualized form, between explicit and implicit 

quotations, and between pain and joy. Since my primary focus is to capture mundane 

experiences that elude representation, I launch my exploration first from corporeal, 

aesthetic, and habitual engagements with some significant cultural forms in order to 

understand in what particular ways an ordinary or “direct experience” (Durkheim 

1995:53) of a cultural form would provide insights that elude analytical registers focused 

on regimes of representation. If sensory experiences are the result of the same social 

processes that condition representations, it becomes difficult to respond neatly; not much 

different from the difficulty of deciding if pre-linguistic reality precedes representations, 

or if the pre-linguistic is an effect of the symbolic order. This ethnography does not make 

or enact a decision. However, it explores the potentialities of ethnographic writing in 

making sense of lived experiences that elude forms of representation at the moment of 

their performative emergence. It also invests in the theoretical purchase of writing in 

terms of showing the limits of a model of subjectivity centered on consciousness and 

phenomenology that conceive sensations as intentional. Therefore, habits and 
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atmospheres are central to this work. I attend both to the residual habits that are related to 

former pedagogies and to the mundane practices and scenes that point to the cultivation 

of new sensibilities and corporeal attunements.  

 For example, rather than treating Islam as a theoretical or political agenda, much 

less an abstract theology, I focus on the people, cultural forms, objects, clothes, and 

colors that Bosniaks engage on a daily basis.  In a similar vein, the political and violent 

collapse of Yugoslavia does not mean that the nation does not survive in people’s 

attachments to its forms, objects and habits. Carrying embodied traces of Yugoslavia, 

coming to terms with the present, cultivating new habits, remembering the recent war, 

and working to make ends meet on a daily basis, all intertwine in daily life, requiring 

ethnographic care to attend to their complex articulations with due respect. Spontaneities 

of mundane experience are full of potentialities that cannot be reduced to necessities. 

Nevertheless, there is a price to be paid – namely, the lack of closure or cohesion in terms 

of providing a coherent account of any specialized activity.  

Lefebvre invites a study of everyday life in its eventfulness as a singular totality, a 

conflict-ridden zone of saturated phenomena full of instances of excess that are not 

necessarily determined by historical, social, and political “systems.” In his own words:  

Everyday life, in a sense residual, defined by “what is left over” after all 
distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities have been singled out 
for analysis, must be defined as totality… Everyday life is profoundly 
related to all activities, and encompasses them with all their differences 
and their conflicts; it is their meeting place, their bond, their common 
ground. [2002 (1961): 97] 
 
My work accepts Lefebvre’s invitation of attending to daily life in its eventfulness 

15

  



and as a totality, but with a certain (and hopefully tolerable) delay. The first section of my 

work concerns the circulation of a peculiar cultural and aesthetic form, the Serb/Yugoslav 

epic, among some Bosniaks’ daily life. It explores the offerings and limits of attending to 

daily life with a particular attention to aesthetic, habitual, historical, and thematic 

registers of the attachment to this cultural form. It illustrates how attending to mundane 

life with a particular attention to a distinct activity is an analytical decision that dispenses 

with the abundant potentialities within daily life understood in its own totality. Therefore, 

one of the thematic components of this attachment, namely, conversion to Islam and a 

comprehensive analysis of its effect on Bosniaks’ cumbersome relationship with national 

belonging, remains out of the confines of this study; it pays the price, and resigns from 

any claim of depicting social behavior in terms of some generalizable properties. 

However, my descriptions of performances of epics as concrete events blur into the other 

forms of attachment and daily activities I illustrate in the rest of my work. 

In the second section of this work I focus on stories of everyday life. 

Ethnographic depictions of scenes and instances convey Bosniaks’ cumbersome question 

of national belonging, layered by the past yet vibrant ethos of Yugoslavism, a politically 

perishing but sentimentally indispensable sense of Bosniannes, ambivalent feelings vis-a-

vis the international presence in the country, ways of coming to terms with life as it is, 

and the accumulation of Islamic sensibilities. Watching, singing, finding a repairman, 

keeping birds, going on vacations, listening to the radio, laughing, anxiously engaging 

with the Turkish community in the city, and celebrating new year’s eve are some of the 

events whereby I ethnographically depict mundane experience, with a particular attention 

16

  



to sounds, gestures, gazes, and objects that constitute an inalienable part of mundane 

sentiments and experiences.  
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SECTION I: SERB EPIC POETRY AND BOSNIAK SENTIMENTS 
 

Chaper 1: Kosovka Devojka (The Kosovo Girl) and some Sarajevan Girls’ 1989  
Get-together in Istanbul—Prelude to the Serb Epic Poetry and Bosniak Sentiments 

 
My engagement with the epic begins with a painting, Kosovka Devojka (Kosovo 

Girl) painted by Uros Predic in 1919, which has attained the status of an iconic image in 

Serb national consciousness. The painting was inspired by a scene described in one of the 

famous Serb epic poetry with the same name, Kosovo Girl. It entered my mother’s half-

Bosnian immigrant Istanbul flat on a chocolate box, a kitsch object, one of the myriads of 

paraphernalia circulating all around Yugoslavia in the wake of the 600th anniversary of 

the Kosovo Battle. The anniversary celebration is considered to be one of the significant 

manifestations and evocations of the country’s collapse only two years later. I 

problematize the painting’s presence in our Istanbul flat beginning with some Sarajevans’ 

Istanbul get-together in the summer of 1989 that was the cause of the Kosovo Girl’s 

extended stay in Istanbul. I ethnographically attend to the intimate atmosphere of that get 

together, the psychic topography of my mother’s guestroom, aesthetic and social 

dimensions of the incommensurable zones between Bosniak and Turkish sensibilities, 

and the psychic dynamics of my family’s relationship to the primary caregiver’s 

otherness, as layers that condition the silence and invisibility surrounding that particular 

Serb national iconic image.   

This section benefits from the analytical purchase of psychoanalysis that has 

accomplished a big task in terms of dethroning the centrality of the conscious subject in 

social studies. More specifically, I draw on Freud’s work on the psychophysical 
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     ***** 

I first saw Kosovo Girl in Istanbul, long before I became aware of the significance 

of Serb epic poetry through my fieldwork in Sarajevo. The painting was reproduced on a 

chocolate box lid that came to my mother’s flat back in 1989. At first glance, it was one 

of those signature delicacies of the country such as chocolate, smoked dry meat (prsuta), 

sour cream (pavlaka), Vegeta4 (a mixture of spices and various vegetables), Bronhi or Ki-

ki candies, chicken paste etc., that her relatives would bring as gifts on their visits to 

Istanbul every few years. They used to call those big packets of assorted chocolates 

bombonjera. Back then, in the 1980s in Turkey, we could not find big boxes of 

chocolates, let alone chocolate with liqueur, or white chocolate.  Special chocolates could 

only be found at particular patisseries, and they used to be very expensive. My mother 

would deftly spare those big boxes of chocolate cookies with liqueur inside to serve over 

coffee on special occasions such as Bayram (Eid), or for guests who visit rarely, while 

milk chocolate, hazelnut, and white chocolate cookies would be of relatively free access 
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for us, the younger population of the house. Bajadera of Kras5, famous chocolate cookies 

with one layer of white chocolate between two layers of brown chocolate, was the entire 

family’s favorite. I had the habit of smoothing out the yellow cellophane paper wraps of 

the cookies after eating them, an extension of the pleasure and craving. 

That summer, bombonjeras from different parts of Yugoslavia flooded our 

Istanbul flat. The young population of the house was old enough (in their late teens) not 

to imagine themselves in one of the Hansel and Gretel scenes, but there was definitely a 

sense of pleasure and gloom among four Bosnian women and their husbands’ first get 

together in decades. Three sisters, Asima, Suhreta, and Munevera, and my mother, 

Jasmina, whom they called the “fourth sister,” were childhood friends from Sarajevo. 

They grew together in the same neighborhood, attended the same schools, and played 

together in the same haustors (main entrance to the apartment buildings) or courtyards. 

However, when their maiden lives ended they found themselves spread out in different 

parts of the countries, and later, different parts of the world. All married Yugoslav men 

except for the youngest; Asima’s husband was a Sarajevan guy. None of the husbands 

were Bosnian. In the first half of the 60s, the middle sister Suhreta married an Albanian 

man from Macedonia and moved to Skopje with him; the eldest sister Munevera had to 

leave the country following her Croatian husband’s political refuge in Canada; whereas 

my mother ended up in Istanbul as a result of her ex-husband (my father) and his family’s 

migration to Turkey.  
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The wives’ wistfully talked about their Balkan destiny of not being able to die 

where they were born, of their share in women’s fate of following their husbands’ jobs 

and residential choices. During these conversations I first heard the expression Tako nam 

grah izpao! (“That’s the shape of our beans as they fell on the ground!”). Meaning “that’s 

life!” or “destiny!” the phrase comes from favomancy, fortunetelling by looking at beans. 

In their case they were alluding to a particular fortuneteller from their neighborhood and 

her divination that came true. “Your crow is not in Sarajevo,” she said to two of the three 

sisters and to my mother, words they carried on their hearts for the rest of their lives. 

Mentioning the beans opened up a sweet debate: how to tell the future by looking at the 

configuration of the beans thrown on the ground,6 just like that fortuneteller woman, their 

mothers, and most of the women of their mothers’ generation. The debate could only be 

solved after throwing 41 beans on the table and letting their hands tell and show them 

what they could not remember just by talking. Suddenly, it was very simple and clear for 

them; without any dispute they knew exactly how to divide the beans into parts, collect 

the residues, throw again, divide into parts and collect residues, again and again…One 

bean means voyage, two beans indicates reunion, etc.  

 I am regretful, now, not having been more engaged in bean reading and not 

having learned the trick. However, not much different from the rest of the Turkish 

members of the family, I also must have been slightly dizzy from being intensively 

exposed to too many different words, stories, tastes, objects, and habits my mother’s 

friends brought with them, making her familiar yet strange difference, past life, or other 
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life even more tangible for us. Speaking some Serbo-Croatian7 and having picked up 

some Bosnian sensibilities through my father’s side of the family were not enough to 

work out the gap, to make her otherness totally intelligible on my part, let alone the other 

members of that mixed family. Ultimately, while at the time I was not all that interested 

in the handful of beans or the Kosovo Girl, at least I was not so oblivious as to ignore or 

forget them entirely.   

The bombonjera box with the Kosovo Girl cover came with Suhreta from Skopje 

(Macedonia). At a first glance, it didn’t seem much different from the many other 

assorted chocolate cookie boxes that Bosnians have been and are still trafficking as gifts 

among each other for special occasions.8 However, that chocolate box was apparently 

part of the paraphernalia produced for the 600th anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo that 

was being celebrated all over Yugoslavia back in 1989.  
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    Kosovo Girl, Uros Predic, 1919 
 
The painting was inspired by a scene in the Kosovo cycle of epic poetry. 

Nevertheless, I do not think any of the Turkish members of the family, nor I were able to 

relate the painting to the Battle of Kosovo with which we were familiar through our 

Turkish history school books. Kosovo, for us, was simply a name among many battles 

Ottomans fought, and our visual habits cultivated by the lack of images of the wars must 

have made us oblivious to that famous iconic painting. Therefore, no wonder it occurred 

to nobody that the corpse lying under the handsome wounded warrior belonged to an 

Ottoman Turk. Not that the Yugoslavian visitors nor my Bosnian immigrant mother 

could not name the painting or tell the story of the Kosovo Girl if they had been asked, 

not that our households’ Turkish members would have been offended should they have 

noticed the dead Turk, but it was simply not an issue.  

That summer reunion in Istanbul, I later understood, was impermeable to many 

things related to Yugoslavia’s political present including those nervous celebrations of 
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the Kosovo Battle on June 28, 1989. I don’t exactly know if it was part of a tacit 

agreement among visitors that summer avoid “political” or “sensitive matters” as much as 

possible, but Kosovo Girl caught nobody’s attention accept for the delicious taste of the 

chocolate with cherry liqueur under its lid. In the last part of this chapter, I will describe 

psychic, material and thematic registers conditioning the silence around and semi-

invisibility of the Kosovo Girl that prolonged her stay at my mother’s flat for some time. 

But first let me tell who the Kosovo Girl was, and what was the significance of the Battle 

of Kosovo, epic poetry, and national myths, especially on the eve of the recent war.  

Kosovo Girl 
 

Kosovo Girl was painted by one of the most prominent Serbian realist painters, 

Uros Predic, in 1919. Today it is kept in a museum in Belgrade as one of Serbia’s most 

prized paintings, “an image that today (perhaps more than ever) remains imprinted on the 

mind of every Serb” (Judah 1997:31). Uros Predic was inspired by an epic poem under 

the same name. The painting depicts a scene from the Kosovo cycle of epic poetry, which 

revolves around the events that led to the Battle of Kosovo. The painting depicts the 

battlefield of Kosovo Polje (Kosovo Plain, meaning the “Field of the Blackbirds”) 

between the armies of the Serbian Prince Lazar (Hrebljanovic) and the Ottoman Turkish 

forces led by Sultan Murad I in 1389. Although historical records are ambiguous about 

the exact result of the battle, most contemporary resources agree that the Ottomans 

defeated the medieval Serbian state. Furthermore, this battle is considered to be the 

beginning of the five-century Ottoman rule in the region, a time usually perceived as an 

enslavement and fall into national lethargy, a major event that has grown to mythical 
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proportions, powerfully shaping the Serb national consciousness and imaginary until only 

recently. Kosovo, “Jerusalem of the Serbs” as some call it, is considered the cradle of the 

nation, birthplace of the Serbian Orthodox Church, and the source of Serb national 

identity.  

The beautiful young girl in the painting desperately looks for her lover in the 

battlefield. Instead she finds a wounded warrior, the famous Serbian knight Pavle 

Orlovic. She gives him water, wine, and bread while he breaks the news that her fiancée 

Milan Toplica and her two brothers—Milos Obilic9 and Ivan Kosancic, who all famous 

Serbian knights in the service of Prince Lazar—have lost their lives in battle. According 

to the poem, before the battle they gave her a cloak, golden ring, and veil for the wedding 

as a promise of a safe return, but they were slain. Orlovic points to the direction of the 

bodies.  

Pavle Orlovic then makes her answer: 
"Oh dear sister, Maiden of Kosovo, 
Dost thou see, dear soul, those battle-lances 
Where they lie most thickly piled together  
There has flowed the life-blood of the heroes; 
To the stirrups of the faithful horses, 
To the stirrups and the girths it mounted, 
Mounted to the heroes silken girdles, 
And the three have fallen there together. 
Now return thee to thy fair white castle 
Lest thy skirts and sleeves with blood be spattered." 

To the hero's words the maiden listens, 
Down her white face are the fast tears falling; 
She returns then to her fair white castle. 
From her white throat pour her lamentations: 
"Woe is me, what fate I bear within me, 
I but touch the young and tender sapling 
And the fair green pine must surely wither" [Rootham, Baring, Lavrin 1920:83].  
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 What we look at in the painting is an orgiastic scene between life and death that 

conveys no sense of victory, animosity or rage conventionally attached to the visual 

depictions of battles. The comfort and fragile beauty of the dying young man, his chic 

and embellished clothes accentuating his suspended death, the aesthetic harmony 

between the smooth curvature of his embroidered blue coat and sleeve cuff with that of 

the Kosovo Girl’s beautiful and embellished dress are all eye-capturing. His pale face, 

drinking water or wine from the hand of a beautiful girl helping to lift his head while 

lying on a [Turkish] corpse, all convey a momentary solidarity, peace and aesthetic 

continuity not only with the beautiful maiden with no name but also with the enemy 

corpses. The wounded warrior’s left hand and entire body rests in peace and camaraderie 

with the back of the enemy corpse. The Maiden is not giving wine or water to the Serb 

warrior only, but taking care of that uninhabitable zone between life and death. The 

beauty of dying, sacrificing one’s life for a cause, and remaining composed in front of the 

most painful loss all cultivate aesthetic sensibilities as nationalist sentiments. Certainly, 

the wounded Serbian soldier and the corpses are all too chic and comfortable for the 

battle, to be dead, or almost dying.  

 According to Branka Arsić (2002) these visual details of the Kosovo Girl portray 

the Serbs’ traumatic relationship with the Battle of Kosovo which is experienced as 

neither defeat nor victory. From this famous national iconography, Arsic makes an 

inference about the peculiar feature of Serbian nationalism as being marked by the failure 

of mourning. According to her, the maiden, having no identity or a name of her own but a 

general name that refers to the name of the land; her walking among the dead bodies as 
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the only living body but with no intention of burying anyone (unlike Antigone); the 

impossibility of differentiating the dead bodies from the living ones; and the difficulty of 

telling friends’, relatives’, and brothers’ bodies from that of the enemies, all point to an 

obstruction in the symbolic refinement of death. Therefore, she states, the figure of the 

maiden is the “disturbing image of living death” and she is “nothing other than the life of 

death.” In Arsić’s words: 

What lives (the woman) is precisely the life of death, which insofar as it is death, 
cannot proclaim or affirm death, cannot incorporate it into a symbolic life of the 
community, for the woman is the very image of the possibility of community or 
the absence of power of the production of the symbolic identity of the 
community.  [2002:559] 

 
This famous national iconography had a long afterlife in the art scene of the 

region. It was used as a cover for the famous album Bijelo Dugme (White Button) made 

in 1984. Although the album was named after the legendary Bosnian rock group, 

everybody calls it Kosovo Girl after the painting on the cover. Likewise, Kosovo Girl by 

Predrag Neskovic (1991) and Final Solution by Cedomir Vasic (1991) are distinctive 

samples of the artful co-optation of the original painting (Vesic, 2009). Moreover, right 

after the signing of the Dayton Accord in November 1995, the adaptation of the painting 

was published by a Sarajevan magazine as a political satire. In that version, the maiden 

was Biljana Plavsic10—the Bosnian Orthodox academician dedicated to the Serb cause, 
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and the dying warrior became Radovan Karadzic—the wartime Bosnian leader, a poet 

and psychiatrist.   

 Kosovo Girl converges two important components of Serb nationalism——the 

myths surrounding the Battle of Kosovo and Serb epic poetry. In the next section, I will 

briefly introduce how epic poetry and myth are enmeshed in a peculiar way in the region 

and became the focus of attention before and during the recent war.  

The Battle of Kosovo, Serb Epic Poetry, and Myths  
 

The role epic poetry and its mythicized history had been playing in the Serb 

national consciousness for ages and especially in the preceding decade of the recent war 

in the former Yugoslavia have been widely discussed by the scholars of the region 

(Bieber 2002, Sells 1996, Zivkovic 1997, Mertus 1999, Greenawalt 2001, Wachtel 2004, 

Zizek 2009). For many it is the major source that provided the Serbs with myths that 

replaced the actual history.  There are volumes written on the Serbian epic, its literary 

value and formal analysis. Concerning the purpose of the chapter, I will briefly introduce 

the evaluations of the epic in terms of the violent collapse of Yugoslavia; its major 

themes, characters, and some verses. 

Albert Lord (1972) points to the significance of the Turkish conquest in the region 

in the transformation of ballads, short narratives, and local feuding songs into epic poetry 

among the Balkan people. Margaret Beissinger (1999), states that the epic poetry 

propagated through centuries of Ottoman and other foreign rule has been at the heart of ta 

vibrant oral tradition in the Balkans since the 14th century. She names Gorski Vjenac (The 

Mountain Wreath, 1847) by the Montenegrin Petar Petrovic Njegos, the Smrt Smail Age-
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Cengica (The Death of Smail-Aga Cengic, 1846) by the Croat Ivan Mazuranic, Gorski 

Putnik (Woodland Traveller, 1857) by the Bulgarian Georgi Rakovski, and Dumbrava 

Rosie (The Red Oak Grove, 1872) by the Romanian Vasile Alecsandri as the first 

examples of modern Balkan literature inspired by the oral epic. She indicates that these 

epics, as a genre that exemplified the heroic resistance of the people, were significant in 

the development of national literature and the cultivation of the sense of a nation in the 

Balkan region.  

Romanticism in Europe was very influential in both literalizing and accentuating 

the nationalistic elements in the region’s existing oral epic poetry. Vuk Stefanovic 

Karadzic (1787-1864), a Serbian linguist and folklorist, under the influence of the 

German romantic nationalism of Johann Gottfried Herder, is considered to be the founder 

of the modern Serbian literary consciousness. His linguistic and literary efforts were 

significant in terms of creating an idea of South Slavs before its political inception. His 

work laid the groundwork for the contemporary language and grammar as well as 

rapprochement between Serbian and Croatian. He is also the first folklorist who collected 

extensively and published South Slavic oral folk poetry. His collection was also 

significant in the sense of lifting the church’s institutionalized monopoly over the folk 

literature. Even though his collections included poetry from Montenegro, Bosnia, 

Herzegovina, and Croatia, he called his collections “Serbian Folk Songs,” in tune with his 

idea of unifying South Slavic language, literature, and culture under the Serbian idiom. 

Nevertheless, his publications attained recognition in Europe, especially among German 

intellectuals who believed in the nation-building potentials of the folk (Wachtel 1998, 
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Mitchell and Nagy 2000). His work provided the basis of the contemporary Yugoslav 

literature until recently. Two epic poems, Njegos’s The Mountain Wreath and 

Mazuranic’s Death of Smail-aga Cengic, are the most prominent and influential works to 

come out of fin de siècle efforts to canonize the national epics of the South Slavs.  

The Kosovo cycle11 constitutes the classic center of the Serbian folk epic. For 

centuries, it has been the most efficient cultural form to preserve and convey a mythical 

history—a complex construct comprising ideas, images, interpretations, and purposes. 

The earliest traces of this epic poetry and myth date back to the end of the 14th century, 

taking their final shape by the 18th century. Several centuries of Ottoman rule and 

conversion to Islam influenced themes of heroism, martyrdom, betrayal, and sacrifice 

alongside the Christian theme of the ‘choice of the Heavenly Kingdom over the Earthly 

one.’ In this poetry and myth, Prince Lazar is depicted as a Christ-like figure that 

defended Christianity (and Europe) against the Muslim invasion, while the (Ottoman) 

Turks play the role of Christ-killers. Accordingly, the Slavs who converted to Islam are 

regarded as “race-traitors,” (Sells 1998) expelled from the Slavdom and categorized as 

(Ottoman) Turks. The mythologized account of the battle focuses on three figures: 

Christ-like Prince Lazar who willingly martyrs himself; the traitorous Vuk Brankovic, a 

high-ranking Serbian noble and Lazar’s son-in–law, who withdraws his troops at a 

crucial moment, leaving the Serbs overpowered by the Ottoman army; and the hero, 

Miloš Obilić, who is believed to have killed Sultan Murad during the battle.  
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The myth of Kosovo has been transmitted orally by anonymous folk poets or as a 

written tradition conveyed by the Serbian Orthodox Church. According to this mythic 

account, which gained its religious accentuation especially after the nationalistic 

literature of the 19th century, the confrontation with Turks is framed as a religious 

struggle of Serb sacrifice. The myth depicts how God visited Prince Lazar in the form of 

a gray falcon that flew from Jerusalem to Kosovo and offered him the eternal kingdom of 

heaven on the eve of the battle. The price for the reward was defeat and death of the Serb 

forces. The alternative offered to Lazar was a kingdom on earth and victory over the 

Ottomans. Prince Lazar chose the heavenly kingdom for the Serbs forever. In ‘The 

Downfall of the Serbian Empire,’ one of the best known epic songs compiled by Vuk 

Karadzic, Prince Lazar’s choice between the ‘empire of heaven’ and the ‘empire of 

earth’, or the theme of resurrection, is conveyed in the following lines:  

  
Flying hawk, grey bird,   
Out of the holy place, out of Jerusalem,  
holding a swallow, holding a bird.  
That is no hawk, grey bird.  
That is Elijah, holy one;  
holding no swallow, no bird, 
but writing from the Mother of God, 
to the Emperor of Kosovo.  
He drops that writing on his knee, 
it is speaking to the Emperor: 
‘Lazar, glorious emperor, 
which is the empire of your choice? 
Is it the empire of heaven? 
Is it the empire of earth?  
If it is the empire of the earth, 
saddle horses and tighten girth-straps, 
and, fighting-men, buckle on swords, 
attack the Turks, 
and all the Turkish army shall die. 
But if the empire of heaven 
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build its foundation not with marble stones, 
build it with pure silk and with crimson cloth, 
take a sacrament, marshal the men, 
they shall all die, 
and you shall die among them as they die.’ 
And when the Emperor heard those words, 
he considered, he considered and thought, 
‘King God, what shall I do, how shall I do it? 
What is the empire of my choice? 
Is it the empire of heaven? 
Is it the empire of the earth? 
And if I shall choose the empire of earth, 
the empire of the earth is brief.  
Heaven is everlasting.’ 
And the emperor chose the empire of heaven 
above the empire of the earth. [Pennington and Levi 1984:17].  

 
The scholarly literature on epic poetry points to various gaps between the myth 

and historical data and significant changes in the thematic focus of the poetry and myth 

across centuries. The geographies and concrete results of the battle, the aftereffect of the 

alleged defeat, acts of treachery and treason, and Sultan Murad’s assassination have all 

been subject to various permutations throughout history.  

Drawing on a vast historical resource, Ređep (1991) claims that there is no clear 

evidence of Serbian defeat at the Battle of Kosovo. She also draws on the historian 

Mihailo Dinic’s (1940) study of earliest sources, some of which even point to the 

celebration of the Christian triumph or make no mention of the (Ottoman) Turkish 

victory. According to Ređep, the alleged defeat did not mark either the fall of Serbian 

Empire or the beginning of the Turkish oppression on the Serbs; it was not until the fall 

of Smederevo in 1459 that the Serbian state came under Turkish rule. Concerning Lazar’s 

son-in-law, Vuk Brankovic’s alleged betrayal, she also proclaims that there is no mention 

of treason in any of the historical sources from the time of the battle, not before the end 

32

  



of the 16th and beginning of the 17th centuries. She also proclaims her surprise to the 

difficulty of decoupling the historical truth from legend in Serbian historiography starting 

from the beginning of the fifteenth century.  

The historical existence of the Sultan Murad’s assassin-hero that supplements 

Lazar’s heroism is another significant disputable issue (Emmert 1991, Ređep 1991, 

Greenawalt 2001). According to myth and poetry, Milos Obilic, who pretended to betray 

the Serbian army, approached the Ottoman camp and killed Sultan Murad during the 

battle. However, there is no mention of the name of the hero before the 16th century. 

Emmert’s (1991) interpretation for this peculiar silence in what he calls the “panegyric 

literature,” is the motive of not distracting the portrayal of Lazar’s selfless and 

courageous martyrdom. Lazar’s martyrdom, he adds, is central to the themes and ideas of 

this cult literature, the primary motive of which is to instill a sense of hope for the future 

of Serbia and her people through,  

the glory of pre-Kosovo Serbia; the necessity of struggle against tyranny; 
and the essential link between the Kosovo ethic and Christianity, which was 
expressed most clearly in the heroic ideal of self-sacrifice for the faith and 
for Serbia [1991:22].  

 
Greenawalt (2001) points to the popular misconceptions in one of the central 

themes of the poetry, the story of Obilic and his assassination of Sultan Murad. The 

development and transmission of the Obilic narrative occurred not in Serbia but primarily 

in Venetian and Habsburg territories, the west areas still at war with the Ottoman Empire 

in the 16th and 17th centuries.  He also points to the leading role Catholic intellectuals of 

the Venetian empire played in cultivating the epic poetry, a claim that challenges the 
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Orthodox Christians’ monopoly on the transmission of epic poetry on the anti-Ottoman 

military frontier.12 Rather, he maintains, the narrative of the late 17th century emphasized 

larger themes of Christian hostility toward Ottoman foe and feudal values without any 

link to the Kosovo heroes, Serb nationality, or statehood.  And it is only after the 18th 

century, he emphasizes, that the anti-Ottoman sentiment among Serbs grew and the 

Kosovo legend became an integral part of the land’s oral tradition to take its final form in 

Vuk Karadzic’s collection in the 19th century.  

Surprisingly enough, until the 19th century, the Battle of Kosovo was not the 

central theme of the Serbian epic (Sells 1996, Greenawalt 2001). It was another epic 

hero, Marko Kraljevic, the ruler of a quasi-autonomous Christian kingdom but a vassal of 

the Ottomans and the Sultan’s favorite fighter, who was the focus of attention. 

Greenawalt’s depiction of Marko Kraljevic draws attention to an underestimated aspect 

of Serbs’ relationship with the Ottoman rule. Prince Marko in the epic poetry portrays all 

the difficulties of maintaining a Christian identity in the Muslim world. His task is to 

constantly broker the conflicting loyalties and ideals. He fought both for and against his 

masters in Istanbul. According to Greenawalt, the corpus around Prince Marko is a good 

example of the Serb epic poetry’s neglected themes of malleability, fluid identity, and 
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12 Ređep (1991) also mentions a discussion between Dragutin Kostić (1936) and Nikola Banašević (1935) 
on similar issues. According to Banašević, the legend of Kosovo took its poetic form under the influence of 
French chivalric epics (chansons de geste), in the western regions of Yugoslavia where the struggle against 
Ottoman Turks were intense in the second half of the 15th century. Kostić, however, by drawing on the 
significant differences between the legend and its poetic expression, emphasizes that that the French 
chivalric epics’ influence was limited with the modification of the poetry and legend of Kosovo that had 
been already created and formed in the region where the battle took place.  
 

  



peaceful coexistence as opposed to timeless Serb national consciousness that is the 

attribution of the 19th century nationalist intellectuals.  

The roles Kosovo myths and Serb epic poetry played in animating the Serbian 

national consciousness during the disintegration of Yugoslavia became an intensive focus 

of scholarly attention during and after the recent war. This literature underlines how 

mobilizing the themes and sacrosanct figures of Serbian epic poetry was crucial in terms 

of animating a feeling of victimhood (Mertus 1999); evoking a sense of the eternally 

recurrent defeat and ‘decapitation’ of the nation (Zivkovic 1999); cultivating the cult of 

death (Judah 1997); justifying revenge and sacrifice for the national cause (Emmert 

1990); providing a church-sponsored license to murder in the name of Kosovo Polje 

(Čolović  2002); grounding a territorial claim to Kosovo and a historical continuity 

between the contemporary Serbian nation and the ‘Serbs’ of the Middle Ages (Bieber 

2002); providing a temporal or topographical memory site (Bokovoy 2001); and a 

deliberately building a nation by molding the elements of the Kosovo myth and poetry 

and transforming them into a national ideology (Malcolm 1999) among Serbs. This 

literature’s emphasis on the recent political instrumentalization of the myth and poetry 

during the disintegration of Yugoslavia, however, includes a warning against cliché 

deductions like the “ancient hatred” in the region that had a wide purchase among the 

foreign policy debates during the war. Accordingly, the instrumentalization of the 

ahistoric character of the myth, and its major themes and figures that I have briefly 

mentioned, are the matters of the 19th century nation-building efforts through language, 

culture and literature that became a tool box at the hands of the Serb nationalist political 
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elite and the media under their control at the eve of the recent war. 

The six-hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo in 1989 is generally 

described as an epochal moment in the political tension in the country that would 

culminate in the recent war. For some, Milosevic’s address to the millions of Serbs from 

all over Yugoslavia, who embarked on a pilgrimage to attend that anniversary in Kosovo 

Polje (Kosovo Plain), was significant for its deliberate evocation of the Kosovo myth that 

triggered the collapse of Yugoslavia right after and widely circulated across regional and 

international media. Above the podium where Milosevic stood there was a huge Serbian 

symbol: an Orthodox Cross surrounded by the four Cyrillic S’s, standing for “Only 

Unity/Harmony Saves the Serb” (samo sloga srbina spasava) (Sells 1999:p.35). 

According to Sells (1996) and Mertus (1999), Milosevic’s speech was a deliberate 

evocation of the Kosovo myth, drawing power from the blood of the martyrs who died in 

Kosovo and other sacrosanct figures of the battle. The latent myth which had been 

conveyed by the epic poetry for centuries, awakened at a certain historical moment 

through the combination of effective media and religious resonance, enabled Slobodan 

Milosevic to gather support for his political purpose while setting the terms of the conflict 

and the vocabulary of experience outside of time (Stokes 1993). In his speech to the 

entire federal leadership of the former Yugoslavia that would never again convene in his 

presence, Milosevic warned:   

“Serbs in their history have never conquered or exploited others. 
Through two world wars, they liberated themselves and, when they 
could, they also helped other people to liberate themselves. The Kosovo 
heroism does not allow us to forget that at one time we were brave and 
dignified and one of the few who went into battle undefeated.  
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Six centuries later, again we are in the battles and quarrels. They are not 
armed battles, though such things cannot be excluded yet” [Silber and 
Little, 1996].  
 
Kosovo was a politically and socially charged place. After the 1974 

rearrangements in the Yugoslav constitution, Kosovo and Vojvodina, both part of Serbia, 

were granted the rights of all the other republics. Kosovo Albanians willing to enhance 

state-like political, cultural, educational, and financial institutions to the point of 

secession, became a major threat. It was at this moment that Milosevic declared one of 

his famous phrases: “No one should dare to beat you!” “You” in this phrase apparently 

addressed the Serbs of Kosovo in particular and all the Serbs in general who had gathered 

on a pilgrimage from all around Yugoslavia. Although the Kosovo Albanians were the 

immediate addressees of the threatening speech, its reach soon extended to the Slavic 

Muslims, since it was the Slavic Muslims who were the primary archetypes of treason 

according to the evoked myth of Kosovo and Prince Lazar. As Michael Sells (1996) 

convincingly argues, it was Slavic Muslims rather than Albanian Muslims who were 

primarily associated by Njegos with the treason of Vuk Brankovic in his seminal epic 

work, The Mountain Wreath.  

The Mountain Wreath was one of the national icons that gained a wide purchase 

among Serbs by the second half of the 1980s, gaining force during the preparations for 

the six hundredth anniversary in Kosovo. Petar II Petrovic Njegos, the writer of the 

famous epic poem Gorski Vjenac (The Mountain Wreath 1847) was the Montenegrin 

Prince-Bishop who ruled between 1830 and 1851. The verses from The Mountain Wraith 

are known by heart not only by Serbs, but also many ex-Yugoslavians in the region.  
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Nevertheless, during the six hundredth anniversary of the Kosovo Battle, Njegos, “the 

poet of crucifixion and resurrection” (Sells 1999) was revived; his verses on posters 

became one of the most salient manifestations of Serbian nationalist sentiments.  

Evoking stories from the Kosovo Battle, Njegos’s poem is based on a contingency 

of an historical event that took place at the end of the 17th century, known as the 

‘extermination of the muslim converts’ (istraga poturica). The main protagonist, Vladika 

Danilo, is the bishop and the ruler of the Montenegrin tribes and clans (the major 

autobiographic features of the writer, Njegos, are very apparent). The poem which is 

organized in a dramatic form revolves around Danilo’s hardship in making a decision in 

order to solve the problem of the Muslim converts: exterminate them, or find other modes 

of reconciliation? Apparently, the conflict they are dealing with is among ‘brothers’ of 

the same blood and the traditional frame to this conflict is a blood-feud. However, the 

council he takes with tribal chiefs rejects Muslims’ suggestion to reconcile through a 

Kum (godfather) ceremony. Upon Danilo’s men’s objection of the Kum ceremony on 

account of the fact that it requires baptism, Muslims suggest an ecumenical alternative of 

cutting off their hair. The resolution is the massacre of the converts, that is, Muslims of 

Montenegro. In the poem, the dramatic moment of decision includes Danilo’s men’s 

response with a stream of insults against Islam, its prophet, and Muslims. The chorus 

chanting, Tako, Vec nikako (this way; there is no other) ends each set of insults. The 

extermination is presented as an act of baptism:  

No single seeing eye, no tongue of Turk 
Escaped to tell his tale another day. 
We put them all unto the sword 
All those who would not be baptized.  
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But who paid homage to the Holy Child, 
Were all baptized with sign of Christian cross. 
And as brother each was hail’d and greeted. 
We put to fire the Turkish houses, 
That there might be no stick nor trace [Wiles 1930:220].  

 
The “Turks” in the first line of this poetry serve as shorthand for all Slavic 

Muslims, exemplifying the frame of mind that by converting to Islam Muslims have 

changed their race as well. The “Turkification” that is the central theme of the Mountain 

Wreath is based on the notion of linking the concepts of nation, race, ethnicity, and 

culture with that of religion. Since the 19th century, Sells argues that all the Slavs are 

thought to be Christians by definition (“Christoslavism”). Any conversion, in this frame 

of mind, becomes not only a betrayal of the Slavic people or race, but an ethnic and racial 

transformation. As Sells (2001) underlines, “Christoslavism” does not leave any space for 

Slavs to be anything but Christians. To convert to Islam is to become a Turk.13 Drawing 

on the ethnographic work on blood-feud in Montenegro that Christopher Boehm (1984) 

conducted in the late 70s, Sells argues that framing the conflict outside of the category of 

the blood-feud—a cruel, fatal, yet reconcilable way of dealing with a conflict, Njegos’s 

text expels the Slavic Muslims to the permanent state of otherness. Therefore, when the 

Slavic Muslims argue that Muslim and Orthodox Slavs are one people and suggests an 

interreligious kum ceremony, the suggestion is rejected. The conflict among is consigned 

to a cosmic duality between good and evil. Muslims are not given a chance to be part of 
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13 Matthias Bjornlund (2009), in his work where he reflects on the Armenian genocide, underlines the 
decisive role the Ottoman millet system (division of the population into administrative units according to 
religious identities) played in terms of linking the concepts of race, nation, ethnicity, and culture with that 
of religion. Accordingly, while the collapse of the millet system at the end of the 20th century paved way 
for the Armenian catastrophe, the conflation of nation, ethnicity, and religion also left a dire space for some 
Armenians to convert to Islam and survive as Turks for the rest of their lives.  
 

  



the “the people” because, by converting, their ancestors transformed themselves into 

another people, the Turks. Sells adds,  

To this day Croat and Serb nationalists refer to Slavic Muslims as “Turks,” even 
though they speak the same language, trace their descent from the same Slavic 
tribes, and share the same cultural and physical traits as their Catholic and 
Orthodox neighbors [2001:28] 

 
 In one of the interviews titled “Govorim stihove kao molitvu” (“I recite poetry 

as a prayer”) in Vesti (“News”, October 20, 1993), Radovan Karadzic (the war-time 

leader of Bosnian Serbs, a poet and a psychiatrist), said he was treating Njegos’s The 

Mountain Wreath as a holy scripture (Buturovic 2002). Nevertheless, Karadzic’s passion 

for epic poetry has provided a rich matter of debate not only for scholars, but also for the 

local and international media at the time of his arrest. When he was the president of the 

Republika Srpska (one of the two main political entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 

other being the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina that is known as the ‘Muslim-

Croat Federation’) he frequently appeared playing gusle (a one stringed traditional 

instrument) in the countryside, where he believed the true Serb folk spirit in its purest and 

uncontaminated form could be found. However, Sarajevo, the emblem of multi-cultural, 

multi-ethnic, and multi-religious Yugoslavia and Bosnia, had also had Karadzic over a 

visit accompanied not by gusle, but machineguns.  

In one of the scenes of the documentary “Serbian Epic” shot by Paul Palinowski 

for the BBC in 1992, Karadzic recites to Limonov,14 a Russian poet, a poem he wrote 
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14 Eduard Limonov is a French citizen and a Russian writer and political dissident, and is the founder and 
leader of the unregistered radical National Bolshevik Party, which aims to create a grand empire that will 
include the whole of Europe, Russia and Northern/Central Asia to be governed under Russian rule. 
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twenty-three years before that envisioned Sarajevo in flames. In that scene of the 

documentary, they both look down from the hills surrounding the besieged Sarajevo: 

 
Karadzic—There is a poem of mine about Sarajevo. The title was 
“Sarajevo,” and first line was “I can hear disaster walking. City is 
burning out like a tamjan (incense) in a church.” In this smoke, there is 
our consciousness of that. And a squad of armed topola (poplar)—armed 
trees. Everything I saw armed, everything I saw in terms of a fight, in 
terms of war, in terms of—in army terms. That was 20, 23 years ago, that 
I have written this poem, and many other poems have something of 
prediction, which frightens me sometimes [he laughs timidly].15  
Limonov—“Topola” that is a Russian word.  
Karadzic—Ah, yes, topola.  

 
At the beginning of this shot, the camera focuses on the smoking city. Behind the blurry 

silhouettes of these two poets, we see a Holiday Inn. Before Karadzic set up his capitol at 

the ski resort of Pale, his headquarters had been in the Sarajevo Holiday Inn. It housed 

many international athletes during the Winter Olympic Games in 1984 and during the 

siege it became one of the main lodgings for the international media members as well.  

Then the camera focuses on Karadzic’s hands against the blue sky as he explains to his 

friend their reason for being in the hills sharing this moment.  

Karadzic—The Turks and Muslims, who have been previously Serbs and 
converted to Islam, they use the centers of the cities. While Serbs used to 
possess all the land that was to be their country before the Turks came. 
We may be negotiating about territory but we own this country, this is it! 
Turks have been the occupiers and the Muslims are successors of those 
occupiers…You look…How many mosques they have [camera closes up 
on a mosque]. After Turks came, after Kosovo… Serbs who did not 
accept Islam, they have been pushed to the mountains, out of valleys, out 
of good country.  
Limonov—Traditional, imposed geopolitics. 
Karadzic—Geopolitics, yes, exactly.  
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15 A transcript of this footage is available at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/ 
shows/karadzic/etc/script.html. And the youtube link to the scene of the documentary is: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tH_v6aL1D84 
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It is a sunny and windy beautiful Sarajevo day. Karadzic’s hair waves in the wind. 

A black puppy joyfully cruises around on the hill. Right after his conversation with 

Limonov we see Karadzic trying to get a phone connection with his wife from the 

window of a cabin. As the camera zooms out, we realize he is in the red wagon of a cable 

car, probably one of those that Chetnik’s mortar destroyed at the very beginning of the 

siege.16 The black puppy approaches him. He endears the puppy and stops his arduous 

phone conversation to ask one of the chetniks what its breed (rasa) is. The answer is fast, 

“Serbian.” His struggle to be connected to his wife gives way to Limonov showing how 

to use a machinegun. Karadzic ends up not being able to connect with his wife and 

Limonov makes his shot. This was Sarajevo’s share of Karadzic’s poetic recitation as 

recorded in the documentary17.     

When Karadzic was arrested18 in Belgrade in July 2008, right after his new look 

(topknot and flowing white beard), the anecdotes about him singing epic songs and 

playing gusle in one of the local taverns under the guise of Dr. Dabic became the most 
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16  A cable car built in 1959 connected the city with one of the surrounding hills of the city, Trebevic. 
Sarajevans are still hoping for the cable car to be constructed again. The film “Duhevi Sarajeva” (Souls of 
Sarajevo) tackles this issue. For a long time the area was dangerously scattered with mines. Although partly 
demined, there are still dangerous zones. It is within the Serbian territory at the moment.  
17 Joe Surdukowski (2005), suggested that the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) could use Karadzic’s texts and pretense for warrior poetry be used as evidence. 
According to Surdukowski, the poetry, the most powerful myth maker in the Yugoslavia context, was not 
much different from the “violent nationalism of radio broadcasts, political journals, speeches, interviews 
and manifestos” that have been considered as evidence by the Office of the Prosecutor to make their cases 
in both the Rwanda and Yugoslavia Tribunals. 
18 Karadzic is indicted for eleven counts: genocide, complicity in genocide, extermination, murder, willful 
killing, persecution, deportation, other inhumane acts (forcible transfer), and taking hostages. These crimes 
all fall under the umbrella terms of genocide, crimes against humanity, violations of the laws or customs of 
war, and grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions of 1949. Perhaps Karadzic’s most infamous crime 
during the wars is the massacre at Srebrenica committed under the noses of Dutch United Nations troops. 
Approximately 8,000 people, mostly men, were slaughtered despite the “safe area” designation. It was the 
largest massacre Europe had seen since the Holocaust. 

  



captivating details of his underground life as a doctor of alternative medicine. The title of 

the company under which he provided healing was “Human Quantum Energy.”   

Slavoj Žižek (2009) suggests that the poems Karadzic sang under the guise of Dr. 

Dabic exemplify how a “superego suspension of moral prohibitions” is the pivotal 

mechanism through which “postmodern nationalism” functions today. He coins the term 

“poetic military complex” for explaining the effects of epic poetry which range from 

carving out national sentiments and etching cultural identity to mobilizing masses for 

just, divine, and violent causes. He argues that the contemporary epic poetry provides a 

key to understanding the psychic dynamics of current “nationalist fundamentalism.“ He 

points to the contemporary culture of political correctness as well as rules and regulations 

that ordains the wellbeing of individual selves as the sore spots of contemporary 

liberalism where robust ethnic or religious identifications find a niche to intervene.   

So the reference to some passionate ethnic identification, far from further 
restraining us, rather functions as a liberating call ‘You may!’ – you may violate 
(not the Decalogue, but) the stiff regulations of peaceful coexistence in a liberal 
tolerant society, you may drink and eat whatever you want, engage in patriarchal 
mores prohibited by liberal political correctness, even hate, fight, kill and rape... 

[2009: 504] 
 
Žižek maintains that by providing a ‘sacred cause’ to mobilize masses for 

violence, religious and ethnic belongings are more apt frames in the contemporary era of 

liberalism that perceives itself as ‘post-ideological.’ For him, the dangers of godless 

moral nihilism of the last century have been replaced by the dangers of destruction in the 

name of God today. Concerning the case of Serbian nationalism, he emphasizes the role 

poetry plays in mobilizing violence as well as cultivating religious and ethnic belonging. 
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“And the greater [the poetry] is, the better it does this job,” he avers.  

In the sense that epic poetry provided the major fantasy framework that organized 

the jouissance of some Serbs during the recent war, Žižek ’s elaboration is illuminating. 

However, it is partial in that the aesthetic and thematic influence of epic poetry is not 

limited to its impact on the Serb nationalist sentiments and imagination, as Zizek’s 

argument implies, but offers itself as a much more complex node where psychic and 

aesthetic attachments of different constituencies of former Yugoslavia converge, 

including the Slavic Muslims of Bosnia. Furthermore, the epics not only conjure the 

Serbs’ heroism, sacrifice, revolt against Ottomans, and the conflation of Christianity with 

Slavdom (Christoslavism), but also the drama of conversion, the primary cause of the 

split among South Slavs, and the expression of a collective sense of what could have been 

had the Ottoman Turks not ruled the region.  

In the rest of this prologue, I describe the intimate space that conditions and layers 

the silence and partial invisibility of the Kosovo Girl reproduction at my family’s flat in 

Istanbul. The foci of my ethnographic attention are the “sensitive issues” related to the 

turmoil in Yugoslavia that were never explicitly addressed in that 1989 summer get 

together; the other charming gifts that came from Yugoslavia with the Kosovo Girl 

chocolate box; the psychic topography of my mother’s guestroom that is the synecdoche 

of our relationship with her immigrant otherness; and the aesthetic and social dimensions 

of the incommensurable zones between Bosniak and Turkish sensibilities.  

Back to Kosovo Girl and Summer 1989 Reunion in Istanbul  
 

That summer 1989 witnessed not only the federal leadership of the former 
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Yugoslavia’s last convention with Milosevic in Kosovo, but that of the Sarajevan girls 

and their husbands as well. Less than three years later, the war broke up in Yugoslavia 

and in Bosnia. Our visitors have never all gotten together again. It has been a long time 

since those “beautiful old days” in our tiny book of family folklore. Lots of anecdotes, 

stories, and photographs remained from that summer. Kosovo Girl was one of them. After 

the chocolates were finished and the guests gone, my mother meticulously detached the 

lid from the box and placed it on one of the shelves of the vitrine in the guestroom. The 

maiden lived behind the rarely used wine glasses, throwing glances through the 

refractions of the crystals of the chalices for some time.19 My mother never told us the 

story of the Girl nor did she frame the painting like many other reproductions decorating 

the walls of the guestroom. I remember her expressing regret for not having the painting 

as a gobelin stitch,20 just like any other paintings she fancied. I do not know if the image 

had anything to do with the permissible transgressions that chocolate is associated with in 

general or the secular twist wine glasses manifested in our culturally Muslim lives. But I 

definitely know that back then she was not aware of the additional aura the painting had 

gained in the Serbian national imagination in the decade preceding the war, and that it 

had already invaded private and public spaces all over Yugoslavia.  
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19 Just like many other middle class families of their generation, the major alcoholic beverage consumed at 
the household was Turkish raki. Back in the 1980s wine was not as widely consumed (industrialized local 
production was very limited as well) in secular middle class households, as is the case now.  
20 Gobelin stitches of paintings and flower designs are common interior decorations in Bosnia. One of the 
many residual sensibilities of the understudied “Habsburg legacy,” I would claim.  

  



The painting was one of the things that nested and hosted her longing for her 

country. Yugo-nostalgia21 a relatively recent term coined after the break-up of 

Yugoslavia, had started its course in her life with the migration several decades ago. This 

longing of hers was pervasive and enduring enough to spread to other members of our 

mixed family no matter where they were born (her Turkish second husband and his son 

from his first marriage, and my sister from their marriage). The refracted extensions of 

her attachment to the country she had left behind have definitely molded our sense of 

belonging as well, both to her and to the country we were living in. Her country was lost 

in the past but forever vibrant. Like a Jewish god, it did not have a name and if needed to 

be addressed it had many—streets, people, food, rivers, mountains, cities, cafes, trees, 

fabric, etc.  

My and the other family members’ particular and immediate blindness or lack of 

attention to the details of the reproduction must have been cultivated by that wide zone of 

her otherness that defined everything related to her,  the sensibility of which did not have 

much intelligibility, at least for us. However, enjoying the magic halo around things 

“Made in Yugoslavia” was beyond words and did not need much explanation. Each 

family member had something from Yugoslavia. Opanke (traditional peasant leather 

footwear worn in the Balkan region) was my share, a bookish girl in her late teens who 
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21 Yugo-nostalgia is a psychological and cultural phenomenon in the region that used to be part of the 
former Yugoslavia. It encompasses emotional attachment to the cultural forms (music groups, Tito 
iconography, art works, and films) and longing for the economic security, socialism, multiculturalism, 
history and custom of the former Yugoslavia. It includes a criticism to the shortcomings due to the war and 
collapse of Yugoslavia. Corruption, parochialism, lack of safety, growing economic inequalities, increasing 
crime rates, and disarray in administration is the common way in which people are talking about the 
economic and political transition. Ugrešić (1998) illustrates how the term is also used by the supporters of 
the new post-dissolution regimes as a label to address Yugo-nostalgics as anachronistic, unrealistic, and 
unpatriotic, especially in the post-war Croatia. 

  



tries to look serious and different.22 My sister, a little girl then, had aladinke (traditional 

Bosnian women’s slippers ornamented with glittering stony bits that have short heels). 

She immediately fell in love with her slippers that click when she is dancing and whirling 

with her ebullient skirts. My mother must have got some more Tosca 4711 

cologne/perfume, something she fancied a lot and could not be found in Turkey then. 

Slivovica (plum brandy) of various brands and shapes of bottles were more than enough 

to please my step-father. I remember removing dust from those bottles once a week in the 

part of the vitrine we used as a bar. Alcohol and tobacco were state-monopolies in Turkey 

in those days, so having and exposing those bottles must have been chic besides adding 

some (strong) taste to special dinner occasions. They were also his toolkits to proudly and 

teasingly show their Turkish friends how well he was doing with having “gavurun kizi” 

(meaning ‘daughter of a Christian,’ however, ‘gavur’ is a pejorative term for Christian)23 

including acquiring new and strong tastes. A couple of colorful t-shirts and paraphernalia 

with vucko (meaning ‘little wolf,’ the mascot of the 1984 Sarajevo Winter Olympic 

Games) very much pleased my step-brother, who was in his early twenties. I remember 

him not letting those t-shirts into the washing machine.  
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22 After the coup d’état in 80’s there was a fashion among intellectual and ex-lefty women to wear Indian 
clothes or some loose blouses made from the specific fabric of the Western coast of Turkey (Bodrum 
especially) that I was partly following. No make up, not much jewelry (only silver if needed) and a 
melancholic look was part of that fashion. It occurred to me only later that it was too much investment to 
look different in sobriety. Nevertheless, opanke were just perfect for the look I was trying to appropriate 
and were unique enough to underline my anachronistic and snobbish gesture to look like an ex-lefty 
intellectual without being one first. 
23 The expression is used in the part of East Anatolia where he grew up. He uses it when he wants to 
convey his complaint to her and about her in a loving and teasing manner. It has recently occurred to me 
that it might have something to do with the adoption of Armenian young women and girls by Muslim 
families during the Armenian catastrophe in the region back at the beginning of the century. It partly 
explains my mother’s smooth acceptance to his part of the family, I’d speculate further.  

  



I do not remember any talk about the cumbersome Kosovo meeting that happened 

just a month before the three sisters and their husbands met in Istanbul. Not even from 

Suhreta and her Albanian husband from Macedonia, who was the immediate addressee of 

Milosevic’s talk by proxy. As if there was a tacit rule of silence with a peculiar labor and 

aesthetics of its own. It had to seem effortless but not forcefully or articulately so. Yet, it 

does not mean there was no talk about “sensitive issues” at all. Silence and talk were 

matters of a gendered division of labor like many other things. It is primarily through 

women’s semi-confessional, intimate talks over coffee and cigarettes that I heard about 

Suhreta’s husband’s Agron (Albanian from Macedonia) and Munevera’s husband’s Ante 

(a Croatian political refugee who lives in Canada) who both had tight engagements with 

the separatist movements of their nations. However, their talk did not sound like it was 

about their husbands’ life and death political entanglements in Yugoslavia, Croatia, 

Kosovo, let alone Bosnia. As if they were just ordinary female grumbles about their 

husbands’ ‘bad habits,’ with a peculiar mélange of pride and complaint. 

A dark cloud around Munevera and Ante’s eventful mixed marriages was still in 

its place. I remember their sisters’ hesitation to ask about the religious orientation of their 

children raised in Canada. Munevera’s marriage to a Catholic man in the early 60s, 

apparently, had a disastrous effect on her Muslim family, especially her parents who 

found it difficult to accept. Before they could come to terms, Munevera and Ante had to 

leave the former Yugoslavia as political refugees. Details of the investigations conducted 

by UDB (“Uprava Državne Bezbjednosti”—Department of State Security) during 

Munevera’s visit to her mother’s deathbed at the beginning of the 70s, kept throwing 
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shadows on the sisters’ conversations. By the end of 80s, there were no official obstacles 

for Ante to visit Yugoslavia, but it was not their “choice,” as she framed it, her husband 

“does not want to visit his hometown before Croatia’s independence is declared.” In our 

personal contact, Ante told me that he was on the blacklist of the Titoist regime for being 

Trotskist and therefore he had to leave Yugoslavia in 1964. Nevertheless, it did not take 

him long to realize how communism was faulted for not taking nationalism seriously 

enough. He was an active member of the Croatian diasporic community in his town in 

Canada , and Munevera did not hesitate to spread the news (under the label of “top 

secret” of course) that her husband was still in touch with Tudzman24 with whom he 

studied History. If they had not left the country Ante would have been one of his close 

associates. I do not remember much comment about that high note. As for Agron, his 

engagement with the Albanian irredentist movement, apparently, was not perceived as 

dramatic as Ante’s case, enmeshed with dramas of his political exile and mixed marriage. 

However, I remember a big sympathetic and teasing laugh among the Sarajevan girls 

about one of Agron’s particular idiosyncrasies that Suhreta shared. Agron had the habit of 

always ending small talk at the family get-togethers with remarks about Albanian 

independence one day. All of this, again, sounded like peculiarities of their husbands that 
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24 Franjo Tudzman is the first president of Croatia. A Croatian historian, writer and politician, he founded 
HDZ (Hrvatska Dremokatska Zajednica, Croatian Democratic Union) in 1989. He became the president of 
the country in 1990 and a year later he proclaimed Croatia’s independent. He remained in power until his 
death in 1999. Tudzman’s visit to Canada in the summer of 1987 is considered to be one of the significant 
moments on Croatia’s separation from Yugoslavia in 1991.Some of the Croatian immigrants he met in 
Canada then became members of HDZ (Hrvatska Demokratska Zajednica, Croatian Democratic 
Community) and gained political influence in entire Croatia.  
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were a matter of intimate womanly talks, without reach beyond the dim waves of smoke 

from their endless cigarettes over endless cups of coffees.  

The Sarajevan girls’ common childhood memories were vast enough and full of 

details that gave comfort if needed at critical moments. How the horses that carried 

barley for the beer factory in their neighborhood used to pollute the streets with terrible 

smells; how they were both afraid of and attracted to Franciscan priests from the church 

in their neighborhood (their mother told them if a Franciscan priest sees one’s teeth it was 

bad luck, which became the primary motive for laughing or making each other laugh); 

how fun it was to make a wish whenever they saw a chimney cleaner passing by the 

street (while  holding a button on one’s cloth, they would add teasingly); how once the 

wife of the baker went mad because her daughter who was supposed to take care of the 

cookies in the big oven got pensive for a moment and let the cookies burn, and the 

baker’s wife chased her daughter along the street, throwing burnt cookies at her back; 

how they used to go Trebevic (one of the hills surrounding Sarajevo) almost every 

weekend and how painful it was for them, the kids, to rush to the sunset but once the 

torture was over they would enjoy the picnic; how they would look forward to having 

Remza  (their common tailor) over on an extended home visit to sew them new dresses, 

and how they would enjoy her little bizarre rituals around sewing, etc.   

National belongingness, different attachments to Yugoslavia, the turmoil in the 

country, Croatians’ and Slovenians’ demands to separate from Yugoslavia, and rising 

tension between Albanians and Serbs in Kosovo were all bracketed out in the familial 

intimacy of that reunion. Their shared past, joy in the moment, and the pure satisfaction 
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of being able to make that gathering set the mood in which the countries’ names sounded 

like quotations that belonged to different times, places, and people. A sense of the 

“beautiful old days” imbued those noisy and crowded guestroom talks that did not leave 

much space for the disturbing and destabilizing facts of the present. Matters of 

civilization were only brought up in the striking beauty and impressive history of Istanbul 

as both the Ottoman and Byzantium capital, one of the favorite topics of the genderly 

mixed conversations.  

None of the Turkish members of our Istanbul flat, including myself, noticed a 

deliberate effort not to address the turmoil in Kosovo and Yugoslavia that summer. 

Apparently, our mixed family was well trained (without knowing much about what and 

how) in adjusting ourselves to the rule of silence and charged oblivion to the present facts 

of Yugoslavia that my mother’s nostalgia for the country dictated. Avoidance and silence 

took the shape of “her things” hanging on the walls and standing on the shelves, and 

prayer-like names passing from her lips every now and then. Nevertheless, during the last 

night’s big dinner gathering that included some Turkish family friends, something almost 

evaded that allegedly smooth zone of silence. We were quick to encode it to our family 

lore as one of the idiosyncrasies of Jasmina and her Sarajevan girlfriends.  

At the first feeling of sluggishness from food, drinking some plum brandy, 

Munevera refreshed her lipstick and adjusted the harmonica on her chest that my mom 

found for that special night. Following a brief cryptic dialogue with Asima, she started 

playing a song that all the Sarajevan girls joined from their corners of the table. By the 

second or third line, all the Yugoslav and ex-Yugoslav members of the gathering joined 
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in, singing loudly while laughing. Munevera’s exaggeration of the staccatos with her 

harmonica underlined something grotesque, tickling an intimate choir for reasons 

unknown to anybody else in the room, that is, the non-Yugoslavs, 

Hej Sloveni, jošte živi        
Duh (reč) naših dedova      
Dok za narod srce bije     
Njihovih sinova      
Živi, živi duh slovenski     
Živeće vekov'ma      
Zalud preti ponor pakla      
Zalud vatra groma      
 
Hey, Slavs, it still lives 
the word (spirit) of our grandfathers. 
As long as the heart of their sons 
beats for our nation. 
It lives, it lives the Slavic spirit, 
It will live for centuries! 
Vainly threatens the abyss of Hell 
And the fire of the thunder.  

 
I remember being doubly perplexed figuring out it was a national anthem that was 

being sung in a twisted manner. Munevera explained to all of us that they were miming a 

stammering boy’s way of singing the hymn in their school choir. The boy pronounced “s” 

or “š” with a nasal “h” so that “Slaveni” would become “Hlaveni”, “naših” (our) would 

become “nahih,” and so on. I remember my futile effort to translate the explanation to our 

Turkish guests and their kind response, “Really! How interesting… They are really 

funny!” It was one of those moments I wish would pass quickly, for reasons that were not 

quite obvious to me. A dose of nervousness partly related to the sacred aura surrounding 

the rituals and symbols of the nation among Turks,25 and partly due to sensing the 
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25 The symbols of nationalism were to invade the private sphere only after the second half of the 1990s in 
Turkey. See Esra Ozyurek’s (2006) work on the evasion of the Ataturk iconography from the perspective of 
economic privatization.  

  



relation of the laugh’s twist to the silence surrounding the contemporary issues in 

Yugoslavia. Their hymn was stammering already.  

Everybody went back home then. Watching out for postcards, letters, and phone 

calls became a delicate issue again. When the war broke up in Bosnia in 1992, everybody 

was worried about Asima and her family. They stayed in Sarajevo through the entire 

siege. Although she got the papers to leave the city by the end of the second year of the 

siege, at the very last minute she changed her mind and stayed home. Luckily, they 

survived without much tangible loss. Munevera and Ante visited Croatia right after the 

war ended in Bosnia and sent us a postcard from a town on the Dalmatian coast. A couple 

of years later, we heard that Suhreta’s husband Agron was dismissed from his the clinic 

he was working at (he was a medical doctor) and was selling lemons in the market. 

Suhreta convinced my mother on the phone that it was something expected and that 

Agron was happy to serve UÇK (Ushtria Çlirimtare e Kosovës, Kosovo Liberation 

Army) at any capacity. Both of them died before the declaration of Kosovo’s 

independence in 2008.  

My mother never had an opportunity to reciprocate Suhreta and Agron’s visit and 

the chocolate box they brought. However, the Kosovo Girl prolonged her stay in our 

guestroom in Istanbul. There was something odd about her being part of our half Turkish-

half Bosnian, immigrant and Muslim (if not by faith and service, definitely by culture) 

domestic decorum. Her presence on the vitrine was a twist, yet a part of the visual texture 

of the guestroom that was composed of aquarelles, reproductions, pictures, and framed 

embroidery from Bosnia that my mother had hung all over the walls -- an aquarelle of the 
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mountains around the city, weekend houses surrounded by pine trees done in charcoal, 

magnified postcards of old Sarajevan men and women in their traditional attire, the 

photos and paintings of the city as viewed from its surrounding hills, and the inlaid table 

clothes and lacework. One corner was taken up by a family photos made at a studio while 

my mother was around eleven or twelve years old in Sarajevo, in mid 1950s. 26  

On their first visit, guests would be perplexed by her deliberate exhibition of 

belonging to another place, presented proudly and insistently in every corner of the flat. 

Comments typically touched upon her “European line of conduct,” a term that negotiated 

the differences between her and her visitors stemming from her immigrant sensibilities.  

It sounded like, and she would take it as, a compliment, while hinting that her accented 

Turkish and misplaced syntaxes were oddly paired with her blondness, tallness, and “not 

without red lipstick” outlook. It was also a way of expressing the difference between 

most of her visitors’ and her friends’ more ambivalent attachment to their hometowns and 

pasts. She was an elementary school teacher and most of her social circle was composed 

of female elementary school teachers who migrated to Istanbul after getting their degrees 

in teaching in some town in Anatolia (just like my step-father). Except for the photos of 

some relatives portrayed in vitrines, their middle class home decorum was not designed 

to reflect their place of origin back in 1980s.27 Thus, Kosovo Girl from her tiny little 
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26 Almost all Sarajevans have a family photo made at a studio back then. Besides, hanging paintings of the 
city over the walls of the houses is still very common among Sarajevans as well as the urban settlers of 
Bosnia. 
27 It was only after 90s that the photos and aquarelles of Istanbul gained a high purchase among the middle 
strata, while they were becoming affordable and desirable at the same time.  In 1990’s Istanbul was 
redeeming its glamour back from the Ottoman and even Byzantium past while the immigrants from 
Anatolia started to feel more at home in the city. Besides, the internal immigrant middle class became 
secure enough in their urban belonging to relate themselves nostalgically with their home of origin and 

  



corner in the vitrine would generally escape guests’ attention without ever being granted 

a story or explanation, unlike the other manifestations of her belonging.  

Kosovo Girl’s invisibility, her escape from the visitors’ gaze, must have been a 

matter of the aesthetically incommensurable zone between Turkey and Yugoslavia; in 

other words, a matter of the historically conditioned lag between painting in post-

Ottoman Turkey and Europe. Islam’s prohibition of drawing images that give an illusion 

of reality was one factor conditioning the scant and not very popular paintings of the late 

Ottoman and early republican period,28 painted with the motivation of “catching up with 

the standards of western civilization” in the realm of art (Altan 2004). However, those 

limited paintings were far from generating a Delacroix effect,29 the Romantic spirit of 

which must have inspired the painter, Uroš Predić, and his contemporaries in the 
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30  

I do not remember her telling anything about the Kosovo Girl to the rest of the 

family members either. Did we ever ask? I do not think so. The question must have 

 
manifest it in their home decorum, while a similar phenomenon hit the upper middle class and class 
climbers in the form of “Ottomania;” Ottoman paraphernalia from the thrift and antique stores got on high 
demand.  
28 Zeki Faik Izer and Turgut Zaim’s work are rare examples of paintings from the early republican period. 
During the Ottoman times, except for “The conquest of Constantinople” series by the Italian painter Fausto 
Zonaro (1854-1929) and sultans’ portraits painted by European painters in the 19th century, the pictorial 
arts produced no national iconicity.  
29 Not finding any written source on the French Romantic artist Delacroix’s impact on Predic and his 
contemporary Serbian painters can be partly explained due to the different aesthetic traditions 
(Romanticism and Realism) to which they belong. However, it is useful to bear in mind that European 
Romanticism was the major inspiration for Vuk Karadzic (1787-1864)—the Serbian linguist and folklorist 
who collected and literalized the Serbian epic in the 19th century. And it is the literalized epic that was the 
muse behind Prdic’s Kosovo Girl painting.  
30 Pavle "Paja" Jovanović (1859 –1957) was the most prominent Serbian Realist painter alongside Uroš 
Predić. He is considered one of Serbia's greatest academic painters. His painting Serbian Migrations (1896) 
is considered to be another Serbian iconic image, along with Predic’s The Kosovo Girl.  
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beginning; something we nested on, an inalienably alien and familiar part of our 

selves. 

nationa

gotten lost in the wide zone of the intimate knowledge of things that cannot be asked and 

cannot be told, or could not be comprehended even if they were told. As if it was simply 

and slightly an accentuated version of her otherness that we all have partly inherited, 

learned, and inhabited through her, from her, and with her. We must have taken it as one 

of the myriad attachments she was carrying with her from the country she left behind in 

her mid 20s. One of those sounds, objects, textures, smells, tastes, or images that take her 

far away from us every time they wash ashore, reminding us of something in her we 

could never fully grasp. Simply, her belongings.  No visit to that country, no joke learned 

or expression appropriated, no food consumed or image internalized, no songs we learned 

and made our own was enough to close the gap. This was something that we knew from 

the very 

 

But what was that thing she was nesting on? What kind of loyalty or attachment 

was she exposing through that unframed painting on a chocolate box in the secluded 

corner of the vitrine, with all its echoes of epics? What was her relationship with the 

mythology of beginnings (of the Ottoman invasion to the Balkans, of the awakening of 

the Serbian national consciousness, and of the conversion to Islam) to which the painting 

historically referred? Or drawing on Arsic’s line of questioning, what was her share from 

the blurred zone of existence between life and death, that traumatic kernel of the Serb 

l consciousness the painting portrays? How could she explain or tell a story of the  

Kosovo Girl, if she were ever asked? What kind of frame would she choose for it? 

How could she tell to her Turkish friends that it was Serbian national iconography,  a 
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pivotal

bies between me and my 

sister th

 what it signifies. We know that it signifies, but not what it signifies…” (1989: 

44-5).  

visual depiction of the scene from the Serbian mythic-historical accounts of the Battle of 

Kosovo, which was fought against the Ottoman Empire—the historical precursor of the 

Turkish Republic that we were citizens of since the second half of the 1960s? How could 

she tell that the painting referred to the foundational myth for the Serbs, which playe

 role in the mobilization of national sentiments culminating in the recent war?  

What was in the painting that captivated me? Was it a desire for the return to the 

(m)other that is evoked by the Kosovo Girl’s allusion to the medieval cult of the Virgin 

Mary? Was I mourning for the country and everything my mother left behind that 

constantly intervened between us, things she kept loving beyond and before us? Was it a 

displaced sense of that unspoken grief over the loss of three ba

at she never mourned publicly, articulately, or enough?  

Nobody asked, and she did not tell. These things were not secrets, either. 

However, these questions assume one could answer when they are asked. Not 

necessarily. Jean Laplanche (1998) coins the term “enigmatic message” for the kind of 

enigma “proposed by someone who does not know the answer” and underlines its 

difference from the riddle, which is “completely in the conscious possession of the one 

who poses it.” The crucial feature of the enigmatic message is “that aspect of the signifier 

which signifies to someone, which interpellates someone.” This foregrounding of 

“signifying to,” suggests that “a signifier can signify to without its addressee necessarily 

knowing

In my personal account of the Kosovo Girl, I tried to give a sense of how social 
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ng singled out as a part which has no part (of a whole) through a call of love” 

(2001:6

ces and scenes of jouissance that 

epic im

and psychical registers are unavoidably enmeshed. The ordinary sense of disorientation 

that comes from being the first generation of an immigrant family and the uncanny effect 

of the Kosovo Girl / Madonna that evokes and embodies anxiety vis-à-vis the desire of 

the primary adult caregiver - the immigrant (m)other - are conflated in my story. It is akin 

to what Santner (2001) points to as an “impasse within the logic of identification,” the 

futility of the attempt in trying to grasp the difference between two kinds of 

interpellation: first, “being identified as a part of a larger social or political whole,” and 

second, “bei

5).  

In his work on symptomatic agency, Freud elaborates a psychophysical dimension 

of symbolization that is below the level of intentionality. He claims that there is a 

nonsemantic kernel, something “mindless” about mindedness that cannot be captured by 

approaches centered around meaningful and purposeful behaviors. In Lacanian terms, 

jouissance addresses the “machine-like” aspect of the unconscious in behaviors that 

inflict pleasure and pain in the subject at the same time. Fantasy is the specific way in 

which the subject organizes his or her jouissance. My accounts of some Bosniaks’ 

engagement with Serbian epic poetry illustrate the instan

bibes and evokes within the domestic intimacy.  

What kind of fantasy structure do these moments of jouissance suggest? What do 

they engage with? Is there a way to approach jouissance without organizing it around a 

single overarching fantasy structure? What if everyday life itself is the practical unity that 

organizes jouissance, rather than fantasies as suggested by Lacanian scholarship? I will 
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emantic excesses that some Bosniaks’ 

engage

atter of exposure 

which d

pursue the last line of questioning in a more sustained fashion in the second part of my 

dissertation. However, the question will linger and destabilize any attempts to develop an 

elaborate fantasy scenario out of the sensuous and s

ment with the Serb epic possibly suggests.  

The painting’s uncanny effect or “disquieting strangeness” (in the Freudian sense) 

had a life of its own in and through my ethnographic work in Sarajevo. More than a 

decade and a half after the break-up of Yugoslavia and the recent war in Bosnia, and after 

having done my ethnographic research in Sarajevo, I asked my mother about the Kosovo 

Girl in our flat.  She took some time remembering, and then explained, “I don’t know. 

We were primarily Yugoslavs back then and did not think of ourselves as Ottomans, 

Muslims, or Turks like the painting depicted as you remind me now.” The enigma 

became a riddle at some level, which poses other questions: How come Bosnian Muslims 

thought of themselves as primarily Yugoslavs? What is the place of the Serbian national 

ethos in this particular Yugoslavism? How do they relate themselves to their Ottoman 

past, most importantly, to conversion to Islam that the most distinctive pieces of the epic 

poetry convey and the myth of Kosovo underlines? There is nothing inherently enigmatic 

about these questions, and each of them has historical and structural explanations. Yet, 

the particular ways in which people attach themselves to certain images to develop and 

sustain specific senses of belonging manifest themselves mostly in the form of 

“enigmatic messages.” As Taussig(1999) warns us, the “truth is not a m

estroys its secret, but a revelation that does justice to it” (p.2).   

The rest of the part of my work on epic poetry tracks the circulation of Serbian 
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to the 

rst-order obvious and second order symbolic but not wholly divorced from them.  

 
 

epic poetry and drama among Slavic Muslims through references in different genres such 

as film, daily conversations, proverbs, kinship charts, and jokes as they emerge in 

mundane experiences. Poetic sensibilities manifested in recitation of epic verses, 

persistent visual attachments to the Serb iconographic image inspired by the epic poetry, 

visceral registers of watching the epic drama, the voice of the proverb that belongs to 

“nobody and everybody” at the same time, destabilizing force of the jokes about 

conversion, and the absent presence of the kinship charts all point to a “third meaning” 

(Barthes 1985) around the issue of conversion, an inarticulabale beyond, extant 

fi

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Chapter 2: We Accept: Epic, Decadence, and Laughter 
 
She, My Aunt 

 
She is Sarajka (“Sarajevan woman” in Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian) by birth, a 

married, retired woman in her early 60s who lives with her husband and two daughters in 

their twenties. Although never in her shoes, she keeps getting her shoes repaired as she is 

obsessed with one or two pairs. Comfort is the criteria, she says. No shoes are 

comfortable enough for her. Her daily attire is less than casual; mostly a viscose skirt and 

a cotton white, or pastel blue or green t-shirt. It is even better if the shirt is from Istanbul 

and turquoise, and the skirt has pockets on the sides - she loves her hands in pockets. Her 

favorite skirt is the 80s style, long and shirring around the waist. Between knees and 

ankles it is dark green with pale pink flowers. The skirt comes from her heyday when she 

used to visit Istanbul three or four times a year, or go on business trips to European 

capitals - London, Paris, Rome. That was when she could afford spending time and 

money, blowing her young and restless wind around. That was when the Bosnians did not 

have problems in getting a visa to travel across Europe. She is my primary informant, my 

anchor in the city, my best advisor, and my best adversary. She is my aunt.  

Ma nema veze! (It does not matter!), she would typically tell those who comment 

on her clothes, including me and her daughters. Nobody is entitled to make a comment 

unless it is a compliment. She does not have anything between a suit and something less 

than casual. In Bosnia, a suit is called komplet. She has many of them. She knows how to 

be the most chic, if needed. She is tall and has wide shoulders. The upper part of her body 

and her shoulder gestures convey a masculine air. She puts a silk handkerchief in the 
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small pocket of her suit jacket. The handkerchief is usually of a contrasting color. A 

beige suit and a purple brown handkerchief is her favorite. With the lower part of her 

body, she is like a fairy walking on water with maximum effort not to harm any water 

lilies. She has very little, delicate steps that do not match her big body. Sarajka walking 

in geisha steps, I would daringly tease.   

While talking she uses her hands, and makes fun of herself for that. Discussing 

the criteria of choosing a good prsuta (dry meat—one of her areas of expertise as is the 

case with many old Sarajevans), she describes the color of the meat (dark brownish red) 

and adds: “It must be light. You cannot always find good prsuta anymore. They are 

selling it wet. That way they make more money.  If you are a good customer though, they 

will give you a special offer every now and then. It is never on the counter though! Not 

for ordinary customers, I mean.” Then her favorite part of the description, the peak of the 

performance, comes: “And a good prsuta needs to sound tak tak as it falls on the cutting-

board.” For a few more seconds after she finishes her sentence, she continues the talk 

with her hands, showing how the meat falls on the board. If not hands, she continues with 

how the dry meet would sound when it falls: tak tak, tak tak, tak tak. She extends words 

and gestures until they lose their initial and intended meaning. Then she looks at your 

face and throws a rogue smile.  

We are suspended at the breach of an act, of speech. It is no longer the sound of 

good dry meat, cutting prsuta, the board, or an aunt telling her niece how things are and 

were “once upon a time in a beautiful country” anymore. The breach in speech becomes a 

cut in the flow of things, meanings and words as they are. All we are left with is watching 
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her showing us how futile yet fateful it is to try to make meaning out of sounds, things, 

and gestures, to try to make something out of nothing or everything, or, even better, to get 

rid of sounds and things. You can put anything into that breach, into that moment of 

suspension. And I place myself and my work in that breach. It is all about cutting and the 

breach.  

And Some Other Bosniaks  
 This work tells about Bosniak sentiments primarily through my aunt and her 

family’s daily life. Besides her family, I closely attended to four other households’ daily 

lives across public and private domains. They all have religious sensibilities, practices, 

and beliefs that do not articulate themselves explicitly in their clothes, or in their public 

conduct. Except for one household they all survived the siege in the city, and their 

memories of religious gatherings in the neighborhood, including some texts and teachings 

they engaged during the war, are fresh. All say that praying regularly everyday saved 

their sanity but they also add regretfully, timidly, and teasingly that they gradually got 

back to their pre-war times. It means they fast and pray during Ramadan, and on the 

special days (eids and Islamic holy nights), but not five times a day as was the case for 

some of them during or right after the war.  

Besides some orally conducted religious formation they obtained during informal 

siege gatherings around local hodzas in their neighborhood, they have read some 

religious books as well. Occasionally they refer to some hadiths, mostly in the face of the 

moral dilemmas among the family members. They do not imagine living in a Muslim-

only state or a state regulated according to Islamic principles. Their attachment to 
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religious forms and practices can be summarized as a private matter to be practiced at 

home and shared with other Muslims on holy days.   

Except for cursory remarks about novo peceni Muslimani (“newly brewed 

Muslims”, used mostly as a sarcastic and reproachful allusion to some Bosniaks who 

obtained some new social and economic capital by aligning themselves with Islamic 

communities from Bosnia and/or outside) they never declare a negative or a positive 

opinion about other Bosniaks’ religious orientations and their explicit identity markers. 

They all have friends or extended family members who carry some external markers of 

identity, befriend only Muslims, regularly attend Friday prayers, and teach their children 

the basics of Islam from an early age. For the Bosniaks of this work who are tacitly yet 

conspicuously attached to the idea, practices, and sentiments of Bosnianness in many 

aspects, feelings and ideas about Muslim-only or Bosniak-only communities are delicate 

matters not to be addressed directly or stated explicitly. Nevertheless, most of the time 

they do not have explicit statements to make,rather, their thoughts and feelings reveal 

themselves as they live their daily lives.  

 Novo peceni Muslimani (newly brewed Muslims) is a name most often used to 

express reproach for the easier access some Muslims have to the resources that local and 

international Muslim networks provide, such as jobs and education. The way these 

Bosniaks use this expression resonates with an ironic way of addressing some ex-

communist family members or communities whose communism the Bosniaks thought 

was no  more than a strategy for gaining better access to resources. For Bosniaks whose 

lives I closely attended, the modality of addressing “resources” is inseparable from 
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talking about the state or a state-like group, such as Muslim networks. Communists, 

World Bank or OHR people, Islamic networks, Turks, and other local and foreign NGO 

members all sound like embodiments of different forms with different names for the 

same paths to “resources.” Bosniaks convey a sense that they are the sedentary and real 

owners of the country, whereas all those new names, clothes, manners, bodies, cultural 

forms and institutions are transitional modalities and people to be engaged temporarily. 

Nevertheless, Serbs’ symbolic gesture of showing three fingers for the Holy Trinity, 

which was very popular during the war, was reciprocated by some Bosnians and 

Bosniaks with an up-held wide open-hand showing five fingers which means “we have 

been here for five hundred years (and will stay for five hundred years more)”. The 

primacy of local and territorial attachments is one of the basic features of Bosnianness 

that are deeply engraved in Bosniaks’ sense of self and home; it is not much less than the 

primacy of family and kinship networks that has always been one of the defining features 

of Bosniaks. The shattered texture of the community and aroused feelings of insecurity 

made this attachment even stronger and tangible in post-war Bosnia.  

Raja (a word stemming from the Ottoman Turkish word “reaya” for tax-paying 

peasants and their flocks) is a circle of friends and especially for Sarajevans it is very 

important social capital they assume to carry throughout their lives. It denotes a mixed 

community (Croats, Serbs, and Muslims of Bosnia) of friends who grew up together, and 

being a member implies that one is “cool” and one of “our guys or girls”. In the 

contemporary scene of Sarajevo where relationships among the Croats, Serbs, and 

Muslims have started to be referred to as “intercommunal relationships” (it is the case 
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with my vocabulary most of the time), having a raja has gained an additional charge that 

means to be engaged with non-Muslim Bosnians. It is a tacit claim; no one blames, no 

one asks, no one praises but everybody notes. And, “I have lost my raja” is a statement of 

nostalgia, a widely shared sense of disorientation, and also a tacit reproach to the 

contemporary texture of the community, the demographic profile of which has drastically 

changed due to external and internal migrations.  

 Sarajlija/Sarajka (native Sarajevan men and women) are mostly disturbed by the 

new dwellers of the city, or dosli. Urbanite civility, cosmopolitanism, a fluid identity, a 

carefree attitude that can be described as a kind of “coolness,” and a self-styled 

parochialism are the self claimed attributes that Sarajlije complain not to be able to share 

with dosli. Most of the time they perceive the newcomers as internal “invaders,” and that 

is an additional reason to believe it is impossible to have the same old Sarajevo again. “I 

became a stranger in my own city” is a very common expression.  

 My aunt and her family are Sarajlije, whereas two of the four other families 

whose daily lives I also attended in various capacities are newcomers to different degrees. 

Some came right after the war, whereas some came to the city to get their college degrees 

and stayed afterwards. They are Sandzaklije (people from Sandzak region in Serbia) who 

are the most unbearable internal others for Sarajlije. They are Muslim minorities from 

Serbia and after the war many Sandzaklije whose economic and social capital stayed 

relatively intact migrated to Sarajevo, built their own networks, got jobs, established 

lives. They were active in the Bosnian political scene as well; many members of the war-

time and still active Bosniak party SDA were Sandzaklije. According to many Sarajlije 
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the primary cause of the Islamization of the city and Bosnia is Sandzaklije’s 

provincialism and greed for power of any kind, which culminated in accentuating the 

Muslim dimension of Bosniak identity, which had never been accentuated beforein the 

country. “They cannot function with anybody else but only with other Sandzaklije, not 

even so, only with the people of their own town” is the typical way that Sarajlije express 

reproach, and critique  their internal others while accentuating their claim to fluidity, 

urbanite sensibilities and civility.  

 I was born and raised by a Sarajevan woman who used to be married to a 

Sandzaklije man, my father. My entire life is inundated with intimate encounters and 

quarrels that ended up framing the problems in my parents’ relationship in terms of the 

incompatibility between these two Muslim communities of ex-Yugoslavia, and between 

the city and a small town. Having mimed my mother’s self-styled pride about being 

Sarajka cum Yugoslav (which has a much higher purchase among Sarajevans compared 

to the other Muslims of the country), I need to confess that I also cultivated a habit of 

looking down on Sandzaklije, including and primarily, my father’s side of the family. My 

father, who did not have much effective means to change this acquired attitude of mine, 

would try to tell me in detail about the members of his family who had a college degree 

and furthermore, who attained high positions, etc. It was their names and phone numbers 

that he would forcefully put into my pocket, for me to find and contact them upon my 

visits to Yugoslavia before it collapsed. I never called them and always found his gesture 

an illustrious example of a Sandzakli’s  famous “parochialism” that included being 

strongly attached to his kinship network. In those moments, I would imagine a typical 
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scene of declaring kinship bonds, a kind of shibboleth among his family members, mi 

smo nasi (“we are ours”) that would make me nervous and detach at the very site and 

moment of its declaration. Bracketing out its layered meanings that also include a 

declaration of inattentiveness among the kin members, I would simply and literally elope. 

But where?  

 The design of my entire life can be summarized as an attempt to cultivate another 

self-claimed cosmopolitanism, that of an Istanbulite and a liberated female self. Being 

part of the literary activities and Feminist circles in Istanbul, while making an effort to 

decipher the Bosnian immigrant cum Sarajevan cum Yugoslav sensibilities and 

deliberately trying to keep away from my Sandzaklija side…. Alas, just like the rest of 

Sandzaklije I ended up connecting primarily with my family in Sarajevo who all have a 

claim to being one of those self-styled “cool” Sarajevans. I can comfortably say that my 

father’s gesture has found its address no matter which names are recorded on my 

notebook.  

During my two years’ stay in Sarajevo, I realized that my father was right in the 

sense that Sandzaklije were more career-oriented, and knew better how to make money. 

Nevertheless, it is still not the point, at least for Sarajlije. Sandzaklije might have 

everything but they always lack the cultural capital Sarajlije claim only for themselves. 

Concerning my position on the map of these internal distinctions, I was neither 

Sandzaklija nor Sarajka for them but primarily and maybe only Turkinja (Turkish 

woman). Every now and then, they would feel like underlying some Sarajka-like 

attributes of mine, signs of which are only and primarily detectable by them. 
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Nevertheless, it never sounded like more than a promise, an exaggerated complement, a 

fast-fetched gift that misses the purpose, or a cruel pedagogical exercise in terms of 

keeping the stakes too high for a disciple to even aspire to achieve the goal.  

A good Sarajka cooks well, has always plenty of cooked and uncooked food in 

her kitchen, watches out for her and her family’s veza (connections), hosts her guests 

well, dresses well (not without make-up or at least lipstick), makes jokes well, sings well, 

knows about herbs and home medicine, attentively follows the information circulating 

within the community, and extends to being bold, resourceful, demanding, carefree, 

assertive, and the list goes on. To be honest, I could not solve the exact distinctive tribute 

of being one, not that I aspire to be or not to be, but just to be able to understand the 

content of passing compliments, and the stakes of the possible achievement. This work is 

an attempt to make up for the things that I miss as Sarajka with ethnographic care. But 

before that, I forgot to mention, making flaky pastries with thin sheets of dough…yes, 

definitely, it is one of the most significant skills of a Sarajka that distinguishes her from 

other Muslim women in Bosnia and the region. They are proud of the thinness of their 

dough. It is always a pleasure to watch them prepare (I did not even dare to learn; 

apprenticeship takes a long time). After rolling the dough with a rolling pin to its widest 

and thinnest possible size they lay it out on thin sheets for it to dry a little bit and then 

they stuff it with ingredients (meat, spinach, potato, cheese, and zucchini). But before all 

that there is one more process, which is fun to watch. They throw the thin sheets of dough 

on the rolling pin and catch them from their reverse sides. That way, they air the dough, 

and stretch it a little bit more without using hands or a rolling pin. And then comes the 
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quality control process or, adding some rays of light to the delicate combination of water 

and flour should I say? They expose the thin sheet of dough hanging from both sides of 

the rolling pin to the light. If the sheets are thin enough to let some light pass, they decide 

it is done. Let this ethnography be my attempt to roll dough thin. 

The Battle of Kosovo, the Film  
 

“Boj na Kosovo” (The Battle of Kosovo, 1989) is a film based on the Kosovo 

corpus of the Serb epic poetry, the main themes of which are the medieval Serb 

kingdom’s preparation to counter the Ottoman attack, as well as the battle itself. Heroism, 

martyrdom, conversion to Islam, betrayal, and the Serbs’ choice of a heavenly kingdom 

over the earthly reign constitute major themes. The film was made in 1989 as part of the 

600 year anniversary of the Kosovo Battle just like the Kosovo Girl painting I mentioned 

above. I describe my aunt’s and her two daughters’ corporeal and performative 

engagement with the epic drama as they watch the video in their living room. My 

ethnographic description mimes their selective engagement with the drama. I amplify the 

moments of their intensified sensory attention to certain dialogues and scenes in 

accordance with their pausing some parts of the film to talk, to laugh, or to play again.  

In the section of my dissertation about some Bosniaks’ intimate relation with the 

epic poetry and drama, I draw on some Slavic Muslims’ sensibilities clustered around the 

epic poetry in order to portray the widely shared notion of the complexity of identity 

issues among the ex-Yugoslavs, particularly Bosnians. I attend to their sensory 

attunement to the images, verses, and the dramatic scenes of the epic poetry and myth as 

well as to the moment of utterance and performance of the verses. My ethnographic 
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description intensifies and amplifies the instances of engaging with the epic poetry, 

drama and myth in order to capture and convey the “sensuous excess” (Taussig 1993:67) 

or “too muchness” (Santner 2001:8) of this peculiar cultural form for some Bosniaks. 

These instances are closely linked with a much wider issue of the disconcerting morally 

charged drama of conversion, but not exhaustively so. They are also about residual 

sensibilities layered by Yugoslav habits that bracket the provenance of the text many 

times, or hinder the verses, images, and scenes into “objects,” things of value that make 

sense without much relation to their original truth claims or contexts.  

Laughter has an odd gravity in the description of this reception as in the rest of 

my work. I attend to laughter for its peculiar resistance to conscious reflection, or for 

punctuating the untranslatable aspect of an experience that verges on the nervous border 

of meaning and non-meaning. It is a declaration of my persistent effort to attend to the 

charged instances where meaning making is risked, tested, and threatened by the 

possibility of non-meaning. Playing on meaning’s edge is one of the favorite games of 

familial intimacy that constitutes the central focus of my writing. 

     ***** 

Upon my arrival in Sarajevo, trying to initiate myself to the language, manners 

and issues through my family circle and daily walks around the city, one thing primarily 

captured my attention: the lack of epic stories, heroic sketches, and monumental 

structures dealing with the memory of the recent war. What I found instead were ironic, 

nihilistic, and sometimes absurd accounts of the war and the present that emerged as the 

dominant form conveying a common loss. They nested side by side with the massively 
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circulating Islamic expressive forms that partially depicted the loss. In a similar vein, the 

monumental structures in public spaces were nothing but those that remained from the 

Yugoslav past built in honor of the Bosnians’ common fight against a common enemy 

during the Second World War. The objectified memory of civilians who lost their lives in 

the recent war was scattered all around the city, on the walls of the schools, official and 

residential buildings. They were either small brass placates or marble epigraphs, far from 

the monumental aesthetics of a nation-state. While the Islamic monumental landscape 

was composed mainly of the Sehitlik (martyr’s cemetery), there were cemeteries scattered 

all around the city and an increasing number of mosques built with the help of donations 

coming from the Muslim countries of the Near and Middle East.   

In terms of cultural expressive forms and their genres, ironic, nihilistic and absurd 

sketches of the past and present exert and reveal some common features of the emotional 

texture of the secular and all-inclusive accounts of being Bosnian. Mourning the common 

Yugoslavian past, agnosticism about the cause of the war, reluctance to name the enemy, 

critique of nationalisms of all kinds, and self-deprecating humor are the common traits of 

these genres. In these accounts, while nationalism is underlined as the mad culprit, the 

international community is addressed as its collaborator. Accordingly, loss itself is 

consigned to nothing beyond itself, nothing more then an unfortunate moment in the 

chaotic order of the war. What these texts mourn primarily is the loss of a multiethnic, 

multicultural, and multilingual ethos of Yugoslavia, and in some cases, of Bosnia.  

Islamic accounts of the war, on the other hand, emerge as the primary frame of 

reference that articulates the loss with something bigger than the loss of an individual 
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life. In this frame, martyrs are pivotal figures of loss, and mourning for them delineates 

an emotional space that cultivates the rightfulness of the primarily Muslim presence and 

dominance in contemporary Bosnia. This emotional frame, in some cases, articulates with 

the thread of an Islamic discourse that brackets out a national belonging in favor of being 

part of a larger Islamic community. 31 

Torso 

Since I arrived in the city, I had been asking secular Bosniaks if they knew of any 

heroic accounts of the recent war. Not having much hope from my immediate circle, I 

decided to consult a professor of literature from the University of Sarajevo, who was also 

a public intellectual, just like most academics in the country. He said, “It is difficult to 

tell a heroic account because it is difficult to write an epic of this war. People suffered a 

lot…I have not heard any heroic accounts, actually.” After a few seconds of meditation, 

he referred me to Torso, a film based on the famous Bosnian writer Abdullah Sidran’s 

text, and briefly told me the film’s story:  
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Members of a chorus are trying to escape Bosnia during the war. Through a 
tunnel32, you know. And when they arrive at the tunnel, something goes wrong; 

 
31 Big public concerts where religious songs are performed are the most conspicuous events that popularize 
the melodic laments for loss. Those religious laments, the melodies of which usually were adopted from 
Turkish music,  are definitely the most significant cultural forms that generate Islamic sensibilities. Post-
war religious songs are not limited to laments and do not necessarily address loss and martyrs only and are 
very popular among some Bosniak publics. Nevertheless, Bosniaks whose daily life I attended are not the 
primary consumers of this music. It does not mean they do not know several pieces by heart and have 
several cassettes at home (due to war-time habits) but they do not buy a new cassette or learn a new song. I 
have never heard them performing these songs at homes or at indoor or outdoor get-togethers. Neither do 
they ignore or reject totally, nor do they engage full-heartedly with this music. They do not complain about 
it either. Complaint, if it is ever explicit, is for their “poor aesthetic quality,” namely for being “kitschy.”  
 31 At the beginning of the siege of Sarajevo (1992- 1995), a tunnel was constructed in order to link the 
besieged city to the outside world. It was crucial for the defense and survival of Sarajevo. Today, a small 
part of it is kept as a museum.  
 
 

  



they cannot pass through, they have to wait for a problem to be fixed. In the 
meantime, they witness a cow giving birth. But the cow is having a hard time 
delivering. So, they find themselves getting involved. They figure out that the 
cow has not had salt for a long time. They manage to get some salt and the cow 
delivers successfully. Helping the cow, they forget about leaving the country.  
 
I should confess, after being told the story I became even more perplexed, and got 

ambitious about my little offhand inquiry. What was heroic about helping a cow to give 

birth while trying to escape Bosnia? Perhaps that moment of indulgence, not just thinking 

of one’s head, was the heroic gesture. Who is the hero, the benevolent helpers or the 

suffering cow? Whose labor counts and whose act gains currency in the national 

economy of sacrifice? I still cannot decide.   

Epic for fun  
It did not take much time for me to find an epic or a heroic sketch of the war, 

although it came in an unforeseeable way. It appeared right in front of me, in the midst of 

my family circle. It was a Serbian epic drama, Boj na Kosovo (the Battle of Kosovo), 

based on a text by the poet Ljubomir Simovic. The film, however, was not about the 

recent war, but the one fought 600 years ago between the Serbs and the Ottomans that 

became the foundational myth of the Serbian national imagination. The female members 

of my Bosniak family knew almost every line of the film by heart and earnestly delivered 

voiceovers. They sometimes paused the video to open more space for their own 

appropriation and performance of the dramatic encounters. 

This middle class, native Bosnian and Sarajevan-by-birth family, consisting of my 

aunt and her family, survived the entire siege within the city.  My aunt and her husband 

are both retired and in their early 60s. They live together with their two daughters in their 
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20s. Thankfully, this Bosnian side of my family survived the war in a relatively safe 

fashion, that is to say, without a loss of life, major health condition, or geographical 

displacement. However, as is the case with most of the people in the region, they share 

common losses and a sense of displacement in various forms and scales. Their extended 

family and social network have suffered severe losses such as death, ill health, lost class 

and social privileges, as well as severed relationships within intimate and larger social 

networks. My aunt’s family habituates the emotional endeavors provided by Muslim-only 

cultural expressive forms, as well as of those cultivated by the ironic, nihilistic, and 

absurd sketches of the violent conflict and its aftermath. In other words, their mourning 

addresses the irrevocably lost Yugoslav past as well as the concern for the security of the 

Muslim presence in the country, while trying to cope with the drastic shift following the 

collapse of Yugoslavia. Concern for the security of their Muslim selves articulates with, 

yet is not fully exhausted by, the Islamic social and political imaginaries that are 

gradually gaining ground in Bosnia. Their daily life is inundated with miniscule tactics of 

emotional survival in order to domesticate the destabilizing effects of loss and its related 

sense of displacement. Their existence suffers from a peculiar vertigo and fatigue of 

occupying a zone between accepting the futility of attaching a solid cause to the conflict 

and thereby inhabiting a relatively more solid emotional landscape, and a nebulous yet 

slowly cultivated future projection that the religious frame claims to provide. Intermeco 

is the name of the game.  
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The Battle of Kosovo 
 
It is my third week in the city and since I came they have been constantly 

mentioning one of their favorite historical films, Boj na Kosovo (The Battle of Kosovo). 

On the third Friday, we decide to watch the film together. We prepare coffees, juice, and 

some dessert and got ready to watch the battle. I was curious since their excitement was 

tangible. “Something is going on,“ I remember thinking to myself. “There must be 

something special about the drama for two girls in their twenties to watch it so 

enthusiastically and repetitively.” 

The establishing scene starts and the titles are in Cyrillic which I do not yet know 

how to read. They make fun of my limited knowledge, yet they are merciful and add, “It 

is easy, though, you can learn it fast. Besides, you do not necessarily need to learn, either. 

Everything is in Latin now.” (They mean after the war). While Cyrillic titles are running, 

with a soundtrack of traditional music played with the pipe in the background, the main 

characters and the public appear one after another. The opening shot conveys the tense 

atmosphere as Kosovo prepares for the attack of the Ottoman army, which has been 

advancing for some time. The battle marks the beginning of the Ottoman invasion in the 

region, and the end of the Serbian Kingdom. Although the battle ended with the Serbs’ 

defeat, it has been celebrated as the constitutive event to gain national consciousness. 

Produced as part of the sixth hundredth commemoration of the war in 1989 (three years 

before the beginning of the Bosnian war), the film is one of the latest contributions to the 

existing and vibrant Serbian epic tradition, a very important part of the Serbian national 

mythology, folklore, and literature.   
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The establishing scene shows the shattered Serbian Kingdom. Everybody takes 

the Serbs’ defeat by the Ottomans for granted, including King Lazar. Still, they are 

anxious over King Lazar’s difficulty in gathering enough troops to fight against the 

approaching “Turks,”33 family disputes within the dynasty, and some of the vitez’s 

(‘knight’ in Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian and Slovenian) vague devotion to the great Serbian 

cause as they pursued their own interests by developing opportunistic alliances with the 

Ottomans. Massive conversions to Islam among the Serbian population add another layer 

to the already dire situation. However, Lazar’s ideas, dedication, and his prophetic and 

unique relationship with the vision of nebesko carstvo (the heavenly kingdom34) emerge 

as the film’s focus.  

The main Serbian characters act and speak as if they are being cued by a divine 

voice, heard only by special souls. While giving speeches, King Lazar either looks off 

into the distance, or walks towards a point that is not captured within the frame. He 

speaks within a linear corridor that traverses not only the ramparts of his castle, but also 

his destiny and that of his people; the terms, route, and end-point of this corridor are 

known exclusively by him.   

Fighting for the sacred cause, being loyal to King Lazar and Serbia, seeing the 

unseen that is the prophetic vision of the heavenly kingdom, and situating oneself in the 

messianic time, ready to heroically sacrifice one’s life, are opposed to indulgence in daily 

subsistence, treachery, cowardice, thinking in terms of the immediacy of the givens, and 
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earthly calculations. Traitors and converts (from Orthodoxy to Islam) do not have 

strength and courage to contribute to this divine cause and its fatal consequences in the 

earthly calendar. Some are from the royal family (Knight Vuk Brankovic, Lazar’s son-in-

law) and some have ordinary backgrounds (like the Hecim, the “doctor” from Prizren)35. 

They are the main source of the Serbs’ anxiety, unrest, disempowerment, and defeat. 

Moreover, they are the ones who drop out of the representational logic that constantly 

frames the confrontation “between two armies, two religions, and two continents” as an 

equation.  

In one of the climactic scenes, Milos Obilic, the best warrior and the most loyal 

vitez of King Lazar who shares his vision of the heavenly kingdom and readiness for 

sacrifice, rides his horse for the last time, approaching the Sultan’s tent. The coat of arms 

is reversed on his horse. Turks speculate he must be coming to surrender or convert like 

many others. Converts are cause for anxiety among the Ottomans, as well, since the 

Ottomans think they might convert back to the Serbian side on the battlefield. We, the 

audience, already know that Obilic is on his way to execute the Sultan. He swore the 

night before, during King Lazar’s last dinner with his knights. Lazar’s son-in-law, 

Brankovic, another treacherous knight seeking to enlarge his own little sovereignty 

through an alliance with the Turks (known by the audience but not yet by Lazar), accused 

Obilic of working for the enemy. Obilic simply responds, “I swear to kill Sultan Murat.” 

While he is approaching the Sultan’s tent, we are watching another corridor being opened 

by an invisible force across the Sultan’s men. We are not concerned with the technical 
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possibility of approaching the Ottoman Sultan so offhandedly. The verisimilitude of the 

text is organized beyond realistic expectations.  The primary organizing principle that 

structures events, characters, and encounters is the Serbs’ belief in their peculiar destiny, 

which evades rational explanations and pragmatic calculations. The narrator shares the 

divine voice and the vision of the promised heavenly kingdom. Destiny has a force. 

Destiny has a voice. What is left to man is to enact it with style.  

Obilic is warned by the Sultan’s men to kneel down before Murat and lick his 

boots. He refuses to do so by asserting, he is “not coming as a servant but as a knight!” 

Obilic starts walking towards the Sultan slowly as if he was to comply with the majestic 

ritual of respect. The film time gets slower and the soundtrack underlines what is coming: 

murder. Obilic stabs the Sultan with a poisonous dagger he was hiding and rips Murat’s 

stomach.36 Alas! The Sultan does not die immediately. He adjusts to the slowing tempo 

of the film and takes his time before perishing, giving us a sense of suspense. When the 

Sultan opens his eyes before dying, the first thing he wants is to see his executioner. We 

watch his last gestures of grandiosity as he warns his men not to kick and mistreat Oblic 

while they tie him up. As dramatic a climax as it is, I am not only absorbed but also 

startled by the depiction of the Ottoman Sultan in this Serbian epic. He is an old man 

who, with self-styled naïveté and yet with a certain touch of grandiosity, delivers his last 

talk full of sagely affection (“tell me young man”) while trying to keep his intestines 

from spilling out of his stomach. So starts the dialogue between two men before they die:    
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Tell me young man, are you so crazy to believe that what you did 
to me will decide the battle? 
 

There is no sign of a grudge or anger on either side. On the contrary, Murat is 

treating Obilic with the affection of an elderly man towards a younger one, including the 

appreciation of the braveness of the gesture that he has just made. And, Obilic is very 

well-mannered, too. He addresses Sultan Murat as “your Excellency” before he responds. 

On Obilic’s part, the art of uttering the most eloquent phrase, triggering the most moving 

word, coupling the martial art with that of the verbal, at that critical moment, is what 

matters most. Needless to say, we all know the resolution: the characters, we in the living 

room, the history books on the shelves.  

We are watching two men share substance and style in front of the ultimate 

destiny, death. Talks before dying constitute a special speech genre. The halo of death 

stretches over the words of the living, as if those people are talking from the other side 

already, or rather, with the privilege of having proximity to the ultimate and absolute 

knowledge not granted to living beings. The words are accompanied with a final gesture 

of looking afar, turning one’s gaze towards the empty space beyond the addressee, or 

simply turning one’s back to everything and facing the empty wall, as if dying or 

departing is not a gesture enough in itself. Having always more or something different to 

say before leaving, Obilic declares his cause in his belief in the heavenly kingdom, and 

teaches Murat and his men what Serbia is and is not,  and how it should be treated.  

…Let it be known forth, if it wasn’t before, that Serbia is not a 
carpet from Usak, and Kosovo is not a silk cushion from Brusa, 
that Serbs know things more precious than a head… 
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Obilic’s answer leaks into the room, but it is not Obilic only who is talking! There 

are also other voices in the room. Samira and Sanela are reciting the lines along with 

Obilic. They already know the lesson by heart—word-by-word, line by line. Sitting up in 

their couches, leaving cigarettes on ashtrays, and adding volume and style to the young 

man’s gestures and voice, they reply to the Sultan all three together,  

Serbia is not a handful of rice to be pecked out by every crow 
brought by the wind… 

 
Obilic’s heroic and poetic words become joyfully bombastic in their hyperbolic 

performance, reminiscent of school children nervously stuttering through their first 

initiation into heroic poetry, an ordinary part of the national pedagogy in this part of the 

world. At this moment, it surfaces from some invisible enclave in which it has been 

nesting in these young Bosniak women’s bodies. It appears somewhere around the 

strained necks, tightly closed eyes, blushed cheeks, and the weathered voices from their 

vocal chords emanate at the verge of laughter and the excessive seriousness the epic 

persistently demands. As the line passes, Samira and Sanela both rub their eyes and their 

cheeks to wipe away their tears before they accumulate into drops. These gestures 

transform the trembling bodies back into calmer audience-selves who give in to the rest 

of the spectacle peacefully. But the show has not yet ended; they play again and again on 

the dichotomy between Obilic and Hecim (“doctor” in Ottoman Turkish), heroes and 

cowards, imperial imaginations and selfish survivors, the sacred body’s readiness to die 

for a cause and the wretched flesh’s banal indulgence in daily survival… The side of the 

dichotomy they are abandoned to by history is that of the Hecim, a wanderer from 
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Prizren, a convert and traitor. He is not only lost in space but also in history, in 

imagination, and in soul. With the embodied disposition, emotional attunement, and epic 

pedagogy acquired through their Yugoslav past they jump back and forth over the rift 

with pain and joy. Nancy writes, 

 
The division between misfortune and joy itself is a pain. One could say: pain 
opens, joy reconciles. But reconciliation is in the point, or in passage. 
Misfortune insists, tearing ground apart; joy throws itself out beyond itself 
[2001:41].  

 
After pausing the video, they jump from their couches to the side of the coffee 

table where there is ample space to perform the Serbian hero and convert. That space was 

opened by a Cetnik grenade that hit their house during the siege. It fell on the part of the 

roof above the small guest room, next to the living room we are in now. The first thing 

they did after the war was to fix the roof and abolish the ruined wall underneath that 

separated two rooms. “We did not need it anymore,” my aunt explains briefly and 

cryptically. The space that was supposed to host guests has now become a stage where 

my family gaily hosts their own specters—their Yugoslav selves, which used to cover the 

crevices like a tulle curtain stretched over their Serbian selves, with whom they share 

much more than they do with me, their Turkish cousin, who they had to erase from their 

lives. Perhaps they are talking back to the insulting label “the convert” by appropriating 

it, accepting and talking through it. I suppose they are consuming and consumed by all 

these possibilities. They play in the host/guest space, in the space between the screen and 

the living room, between the epic and the mundane, between the divine and the banal, 

and in the narrative space the epic text of the beginnings delineates— a tiny line where 
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and when things could have been different. They play in the movement back and forth, 

the very moment of erasure of the lines among different selves, time horizons, genres, 

and modalities of address. I watch the joyful, nervous, and erupting laughter and 

performance that interrupts the myth.  

The extra space in the once bombed-out living room makes a stage for bodily 

performances that extend imperial and historical encounters. Words Obilic has just used 

turn into a springboard: cilim (carpet), jastuk (cushion), pirinc (rise). These are accented 

Turkish words in origin and are still used today not only by Bosniaks but also by Serbs 

(of Bosnia and Serbia), just a few of the many Turkish words that have remained in the 

language. Like themselves. Or the converted remainder of the text that drops out of the 

moral, imperial, and heroic equation. They stomp on the words like a springboard to 

jump off their couches—magic words with auras, the perception of which is granted to 

them only. When Murat declares sarcastically, “Why can’t I laugh?” they are already at 

the other side of the coffee table where there is more room to move, act, and laugh. They 

are right in front of me now, in front of the couch that is the furthest from the TV. 

Blankets drop on the floor as control gets even more remote. Samira with her tilted 

woolen shawl around her buttocks, and Sanela with her favorite pink Nike sweater on, get 

out of control. Laughing to death. Acting. Showing. Blowing. Erupting. The next 

triggering line is:  

If it wasn’t for Word, what else would we stand upon?  
 

Obilic is standing still while uttering these words, looking directly into the 

Sultan’s half-closed eyes that give him an air of nonchalant condescension rather than the 
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pain of being ripped and the sorrow of his imminent death. Erect, brief, and plain, Obilic 

stands before the Sultan. Their adaptation of the scene, however, uses the space of 

mimicry to its full expense. It involves arms, legs, closed eyes and the joyful trembling of 

the body. With heads and foreheads up, one leg stretched at the back to support the other 

twisted forward, arms moving around the body with gestures of defiance towards each 

other, they become the Sultan and Obilic, the Turk and the Serb, the slow wise old man 

and the passionate brave young man. They interrupt their own performance to laugh even 

better. They straighten up just to recite another line and then turn back to folding their 

bodies with laughter. Until the laughter becomes the matter of air, you breathe in and out. 

Their bodies fold shaking and trembling as if seized by an unseen yet very powerful 

miasmatic spasm somewhere around their stomachs. Their arms around their bellies, 

taking care of the laughter or holding it from further eruption, they throw a glance at each 

other from time to time to check in. “I am here, are you there?” They reach for each 

other’s arms. Then comes the warning, “Stop it, you stop it, I can’t anymore!” They 

cannot talk. Not being able to talk becomes another trigger. The miasma spasms once 

more and with its full force for the last blow.  

They are not looking at each other but know exactly when the other will recite 

precisely which line, and with what particular delicately calibrated emotional distance 

and intense engagement. They have an accumulated attunement with each other and the 

epic. That is, this epic text of Serbian origin was not long ago the myth of origin for all 

the Yugoslavs in the region, including these three Muslim women with whom I am sitting 

in the room. Accumulated attunement folds itself from an acquired emotional, sensory, 
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and linguistic repertoire of Yugoslavism inalienably inscribed on their bodies, souls and 

minds. 

My aunt is looking at them with joy, and a tangible pride and fondness. Sitting 

straight on her couch, she is smoking the cigarette Sanela just left on the ashtray. She 

savors their sense of humor—a sort of family asset of which she tacitly claims to be the 

primary inheritor. She only rarely lets them have a bigger stage than she does. 

Apparently, she has successfully passed her most precious skill to her two children. They 

are masterful enough to know what to laugh at and how to laugh, and they are skillful 

enough to add their solo gestures to the laughter, which means knowing how to make 

others laugh, too. They are coming back. The miasma seems to have settled down in its 

hidden reservoir. They drop down to their couches, exhausted. Then everybody rushes to 

return things to their previous state. Sanela goes to the restroom; she comes back with a 

wet face. Samira goes down to the kitchen to boil some hot water to run another tour of 

Nestle 3 in 1.37 She opens windows for some fresh air. Turna Mata (the cat) attempts to 

jump in from the window pane where it has been sitting. It is not allowed in but given 

some food and attention. I empty full ashtrays, wash and dry them. When Samira returns 

to the room I notice that she has adjusted her shawl.  

We are back on our couches. Everybody gets another cup of coffee and comments 

about each other’s excessive consumption of something. The girls criticize my aunt for 

having too much cake; she warns Sanela about having smoked a lot; Sanela reproaches 

Samira for being too absorbed in her chat on the mobile phone. I get no comment about 
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anything I do or consume. Apparently, I am not “in” enough. Our words slide smoothly 

towards our inalienable right to make wishes. We take refuge in connoisseurship (“you 

need to drink ….since you have bronchitis, right”); ideas of one-day would-be bodies (“I 

need to lose 15 pounds before next summer”); plans to change routines and start different 

schedules (quitting smoking, getting up early in order to study with a fresh mind, trek to 

Barice38 every other weekend). We do not stand on the words but jump over them, surf 

affectionately, lightly, acridly, lucidly. Exchanging warnings and promises nobody 

believes will be kept in some near or far future. The future tense provides us a shelter we 

need at the moment; we contribute in solidarity to having an expectation. Voicing desires 

is what matters most—wanting a better sense of well-being, a better self, or just showing 

some small expectation beyond merely surviving. Things that need some time, some 

work, will-power, and discipline to manifest. We talk over each other, but it does not 

matter. The words’ sound, warmth, and fire are things to be consumed: merely coffee, 

cigarettes, and conversation, and nothing more.  

Laughter triggered by the myth of origin, men’s splendid words rhymed with 

majestic gestures, heroes’ inalienable devotion to causes, scenes of truncated heads, 

nervously and helplessly running horses, colorful flags, ardently assailing bodies, 

suddenly falling corpses, all of these leak into the fragile comfort of our springing girls’ 

talk. That imperial gesture of language (“If it wasn’t for Word, what else would we stand 

upon?”), with all its possible force and promise, had run its course for 600 years until the 
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recent war, and just did its most recent vanishing act a few minutes ago in this room with 

a single push of a pause button that was no less effective than the Sultan’s slight hand 

gesture that decapitated Obilic.  

We slowly finish our small talk, saturated by the freefall of the words, wishful 

sentences that do not have a future beyond their immediacy. An end comes to imagining 

ourselves as healthier, fitter, more beautiful bodies, more knowledgeable, multilingual, 

multicultural, cosmopolitan beings. When time between the words gets longer and the 

smoke around them denser, when one of us falls out of the flow far enough to get 

disturbed by the smoke, or looks at her watch, or sneezes, we feel ready to go back to the 

world of imperial encounters. To the men’s world of majestic gestures, postures, riding 

on horses, and words with an aim, cause, and force that have a claim on the future beyond 

their utterance. Back to the world of grand speeches accompanied by chivalric and 

altruistic gestures that deliver the news of the second coming in the messianic calendar. 

Epic words to be inscribed once and for all, to be rejuvenated, reincarnated, embodied 

again and again. When we are ready to embrace the myth in its entire celestial, heroic, 

banal, ironic, and grotesque dimensions, we go back. To watching. My aunt declares, 

idemo (we continue) and pushes the play button.  

Before I track the other daily uses of epic poetry, I would like to think about this 

intensive corporeal, aesthetic, and habitual engagement with Serb epic drama by drawing 

on Nancy’s reflection on the relationship between self and exposure, which provides a 

radical challenge to the subject and object distinction, and also drawing on the notion of 

appropriation that has been occupying the cultural studies agenda, as well. In his 
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philosophical account of the sensory experience, Nancy (1997) offers a conception of self 

which is a complement to an action, or an event, rather than an entity that can be thought 

of before or separate from its experience. He develops a notion of “effective exteriority” 

in order to address human behavior in its embeddedness to its surroundings, whereby 

“becoming self is the undefined extension of the surface where the substance is exposed” 

(Pp.55). My close ethnographic description of their engagement with the epic drama 

narrates the scene of the experience as a “surface of extension” that is constituted by the 

images, words, bodies, living room, and the TV screen. I think and write about their 

experience as “exposing” something about themselves that compels the interpretative 

purchase of the notion of appropriation; they are haunted.  

 The initial response to my inquiry about their passionate attachment to the epic 

film was not more detailed than “it is because it is beautiful, the poetry is majestic.” 

Furthermore, there was a tone of surprise in their voices that was blurred with a sense of 

shame for having been caught offhandedly in a clandestine affair. Only after some 

reflection, they would give me the “proper answer” which is, “it is the paradigmatic story 

of what has happened recently” (they mean, the war). My work does not underestimate 

the reflective account of their experience but attends to the intensity of the engagement 

that eludes conscious explanation. How many times does one need to watch a film to 

understand the paradigm (of the war)? The joy of the engagement compels a separate 

attention and that is what this description has tried to show.  

Appropriation has a limited explanatory power in case of their engagement with 

the epic drama for reasons other than I introduced through Nancy’s approach. Muslims 
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The engagement with the epic is also an intimate expression of gloom vis-à-vis 

the recently severed ties with Serbs during and after the recent war; and an instance of 

communicating a peculiar anxiety of Bosniaks vis-à-vis the post-war communal urge to 

carve out a Muslim-only community or a nation, be it secular, be it religious. Television 

emerges as the primary medium that provides many Bosnians a way to be in touch with 

each others’ news, stories, discussions, songs, and reality shows while coming to terms 

with the mundane consequences of the political and administrative map of the country 

that is divided into ethnically homogenized territorial units; the multi-religious and 

multiethnic texture of the community is severely damaged while the last resort, 

Bosnianness, the common reference for the territorial and supra-ethnic identification, is 

gradually losing its promise for the future.  

The plot and verses of the most cherished parts of Serb epic poetry and drama are 

the most prominent aesthetic and cultural form that engrave the term poturice 

(“Turkified”). It is a pejorative term for the Slavic people who converted to Islam, 

introduced to the region with the Ottoman occupation. The semantic shift between Turks 

and Slavic Muslims points to the widely shared frame of perception that expels the 
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 Zizek’s (1989) explorations on the political potentials of the psychic dynamics of 

embracing one’s own status in the Other’s fantasy structure addresses the same problem 

Butler is tackling, from the theoretical offerings of Lacanian scholarship. While Butler 

(1997) locates the utterance in Austin’s notion of the “total speech situation” (p.3), 

Zizek’s totality is the constitutive lack of subjectivity that is the organizing principle of 

the psychic life of power. His famous and widely circulating example is the ironic 

sketches of the Top Lista Nadrealista (The Top Lists of Surrealists), a Sarajevan rock 

band and a satire group whose radio and TV shows were very popular in Sarajevo and 
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Today, every single TV channel in the Federation (Muslim and Croat) has at least 

one program that directly or tangentially addresses the burdensome issue of Bosniaks’ 

origins. YouTube and other Internet sites are the primary media whereby hate speech and 

insulting scenarios about Bosniaks’ origins circulate widely. All those TV shows and 
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Proverbial Use of the Epic, Fallen Members of the Family, and Guilt 
 

In this part of writing, I track the circulation of the epic poetry in the familial and 

extended intimate publics surrounding my aunt. She drops famous lines of Serb epic 

poetry either as a language of anger, or as a proverb, usually addressed to absent 

interlocutors who inflict the anger, or guilt, helplessness, and an urge to turn one’s head 

from the pain. I draw on the proverbial use whereby I introduce a case of the scattered 

conversations about some fallen members of the family. I introduce the characters as well 

as social and personal accounts that conditioned their fall. I pay particular attention to the 

verbal cues and modalities of conversation that command the themes of the conversation 

that traffic between the past and present. It gives us a sense of the concrete form in which 

the striking contrast between the country’s past and present are experienced. It also 

portrays the ruptures within the family due to drastic changes in hierarchies, class status, 

and access to resources. Every single Bosniak, today, who is doing better than survival 
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Coping with the dramatic shifts in post-war Bosnia requires a constant labor of 

calibration. Adapting and revising one’s habits to the newly emerging values, codes, and 

expectations of the market economy, Nationalization, and Islamization while taking care 

of and refuge in habitual life-worlds is a delicate balance. Doing repetitive chores, 

repairing things, relationships, bodies, the built environment, and the landscape, and 

recycling old clothes, furniture, cars, genres, and stories are all part of the intensive labor 

people invest in their mundane existence in order to have a sense of normalcy and 

continuity. “Adaptive calibration” is Bauman’s (2004:7) term that enables me to 

elaborate on the use of the epic as a creative and strategic use of genres, as part of their 

daily maneuvers to survive in times when things at the macro level are framed either 

from the perspective of the severe contrast between “before and after the war” or the 

nebulous and deferred promise of the Transition, from peace to war, from 

authoritarianism to democracy, and from socialism to market economy.   

My writing pays particular attention to the moment of the utterance, the 

immediate intervention it makes in the conversation. Those proverbial quotations are 

definitely part of the “communicative habitus” (Hanks 1989:112) of this family and their 

intimate communities; nevertheless, it does not necessarily mean that full knowledge of 

their provenance is shared by all participants in the conversation. In that sense, the 

“discursive continuity with a meaningful past” (Bauman and Briggs 1990:77) through 

citing and reciting is tangibly suspicious and layered while its habitual use suggests that 
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the verse has a life of its own, endowed with traces of meanings from previous uses. For 

the purpose of this section, however, I focus on the concrete effect of the verse that 

conventionally ends conversations, and shift the mood of talk into emotional modalities 

of guilt, anger, and helplessness. I draw on Stewart’s (1991) and Irvine’s (1996) 

elucidation of proverb as a voice that has a time-proven authority, articulating an 

anonymous belief which has a power to minimize the concreteness of lived relations, and 

trample down the flux of experience.  

Proverbial use of the epic verses shares the same quality of not being able to be  

addressed exactly and reflectively why and how come they use the verses, not much 

different from the watching the epic drama scene I have described in the previous 

vignette. There is something enduring about habitual and aesthetic attachments that elude 

symbolical, historical, and reflective accounts of the phenomena resonating with the 

“labile and mercurial insubstantiality” that Urban (1996:4) describes of the particular use 

of the text and its entextualization process.  

 

     ***** 

 My family’s consumption of Serbian epic poetry is not limited to watching the 

film, I soon realize. They use the verses in their daily conversations. They quote the 

dramatic dialogues of the film and use distinctive poetic verses as catchwords or 

proverbs. In daily conversations with friends and family, they most often quote 

Mazuranic’s verse, Cekaj, Krtsu, dokle s neba…pecenja ces mesto hleba [“Wait you 
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Christian until it comes from the sky… will you have a roast lamb instead of bread”]39 

and Njegos’ line, Nekase desi ono sto se nemoze nikad desiti [“Let there then, all that 

there cannot be”] .40 

In this part of writing, I will describe the characters, settings, moment of 

utterance, and conversations that evoke the verse from Mazuranic’s poetry. Mazuranic is 

a famous Croatian linguist, poet and a politician, who held the position of ban, the 

highest political and administrative office in Croatia at the time. Inspired by their 

Romantic precursors in Europe (Herder, Goethe, Grimm), Mazuranic and some of his 

contemporaries wrote and collected epic poetry with deliberate efforts to be as loyal as 

possible to its original source—the oral tradition. It was part of a premeditated agenda of 

the approximation of the Serbian and Croatian languages and literature as an initial step 

to create a synthetic Yugoslav culture before its inception as a political entity.  Ivan 

Mazuranic and Njegos are two distinctive writers of that period who were honored as 

“national poets” of the prospective Yugoslavia.41 

Mazuranic’s epic poetry epitomizes a particular moment in the ongoing struggle 

between Montenegrins and Turks in the 19th century. His relatively brief epic “Death of 

Smail-aga Čengić” (just over one thousand lines) is based on a theme from a 

contemporary historical incident of its time. A Muslim commander assigned by 

Ottomans, Smail-Aga Čengić was killed while collecting harac (a form of poll tax on 
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non-Muslims) in an ambush set by the Montenegrins in 1840.42In Čengić’s day, the old 

structure of the Ottoman Empire’s centralized government was in the process of being 

dismantled but not yet replaced by the modernized and Westernized structure. The 

borderlands between two empires, the Habsburg and the Ottoman, were troubled by raids 

and small scale pillaging campaigns. Čengić was famous for not only oppressive 

measures on reaya43 but also for frequently collecting harac without a teskere (written 

permission from the Porte44). The verse my aunt’s family often quoted belongs to the 

fourth section45—Harac.  

“Harac, harac, rajo treba!”   [Tax, tax is needed!] 
Hljeba, hljeba, gospodaru!      [Bread, bread, the master!] 
Ne vidjesmo davno hljeba!”    [It has been a long time since we 

haven’t seen bread]     
“Cekaj, krstu, dokle s neba                       [Wait Christians, till this evening] 
Noc veceras pane tiha,             [A quiet night descends from the    

heavens] 
Pecenja cu mjeste hljeba!         [I will have a roast instead of bread!]  
 
Čengić is cruelly sarcastic in his answer to the demands and complaints of the 

peasants. However, their daily proverbial use of Čengić’s words shifts the pronouns in 

the original text. In popular parlance, Čengić’s words are paraphrased, “Pecenja ces 

mjesto hljeba” (you will eat lamb instead of bread). The phrase functions as a proverb 

used in situations when someone does not work hard enough, but expects sustenance 
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from others, or from the deity. By shifting the personal pronouns of I (the Muslim 

administrator) and you (the non-Muslim peasants) in the original text, the proverb 

consigns the cruelty of the speaker Čengić to the realm of nonpersons, to the deity and its 

distribution of justice. 

As a nationalized literary form, the formerly verbal epic poetry has a peculiar 

history as one of the folkloric forms that sustained a distinctive place in communist 

Yugoslavia. As Brkljacic (2004) aptly portrays, the communist party had always been 

ambivalent towards folklore in Yugoslavia. While the party perceived folkloric themes 

like God, fairies, destiny, and voices from the graves as the remnants of feudal and 

patriarchal times to be purged from popular consciousness, the communists could not 

resist the temptation of the heroic epic. The stock formulas and sentiments of heroic 

poetry were apt and irresistible since they endowed the leaders of the new regime with 

the popularity and prestige enjoyed by the heroes of the older epic,46 providing a sense of 

continuity with and translating the victory against the fascist enemy forces into the terms 

of the fight against the (Ottoman) occupier in order to harness public support. Therefore, 

Njegos’s Mountain Wreath and Mazuranic’s Death of Smail-Aga Cengic enjoyed a 

secure place in the textbooks of Yugoslavia.  

According to Wachtel (2004), it was not until 1984 that the ticklish subject of 

Muslim representations in the epic literature in Yugoslavia’s textbooks became a public 

debate. Mubera Mujagic, a schoolteacher, suggested that The Mountain Wreath and The 
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Death of Smail-Aga Cengic be removed from the nationwide curriculum because they 

might evoke intolerance vis-à-vis the country’s Muslim citizens. This initiated a series of 

debates. Mujagic’s critics defended the texts by underlining the high literary and national 

importance of both works and argued that their characters and plots had nothing to do 

with contemporary Yugoslavia. Wachtel states that no one directly responded to 

Mujagic’s claims; an “amazing aspect of the discussion” is that, in the republic’s 65 year 

history, only Mujagic had ever publicly questioned the taboo subject. Silence once again 

surrounds the issue until 1998, after the break up of the country, when Carlos 

Westendorp, the international community’s High Representative of Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

outlawed the use of epic poems in Bosnian textbooks.   

The comprehensive literary analysis of the epic corpus from the perspective of the 

Muslim conception of the Ottoman invasion is a compelling agenda but beyond the scope 

of this work. However, my ethnographic account of the use of epic poetry in intimate 

conversations, I suggest, provides an insight on Bosniaks’ ticklish relationship with the 

constitutive drama of otherness, namely, Muslimhood and conversion initiated by the 

Ottoman invasion. In the next part, I will focus on the slippage between personal 

pronouns when the verse is quoted from Mazuranic’s text. I use this slippage as a 

launching point to reflect on the proverbial use of the verse. Issues of misunderstanding 

and gaps between the interpretive frameworks on which the participants draw are also 

vital in evaluating the utterance’s “conversational reach backward and forward” (Irvine 

1996: 135). The “black spots” of the utterance, its generic recognizability dominated by 

the plot of other epic dramas with which the verse is intertextually related, provide us 
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valuable insights about Bosniacs’ sensitive relationship with the constitutive drama of 

otherness.  

After this historical detour, I attend to the particular use of the verse from 

Mazuranic’s poetry among the intimate publics of some Bosniaks. Tracking the 

circulation of epic poetry within this particular intimate public offers a mundane example 

instance of overstated claims about the multiple attachments of Bosnians (Banac 1984, 

Sells 1996). The immediate contexts of this poetry’s use points to fissures and damages 

in the social worlds of Bosniaks, as well as the poetry’s other semantic reaches not 

exhausted at the moment of its utterance. This fleeting gesture of preserving the form of 

the Serbian epic is one of many anachronizing and de-contextualizing gestures, which 

have a creative force of their own.   

Coping with the dramatic shifts in post-war Bosnia requires a constant labor of 

calibration. Adapting and revising one’s habits to the newly emerging values, codes, and 

expectations of the market economy and Islamization while taking care of and refuge in 

habitual life-worlds is a delicate balance. Doing repetitive chores, repairing things, 

relationships, bodies, the built environment, and the landscape, and recycling old clothes, 

furniture, cars, genres, and stories are all part of the intensive labor people invest in their 

mundane existence in order to have a sense of normalcy and continuity.  

Bosnians’ practice “adaptive calibration,” Bauman’s (2004) term to explain the 

creative and strategic use of genres, as part of their daily maneuvers to survive in times 

when things at the macro level are framed either from the perspective of the severe 

contrast between “before and after the war” or the nebulous and deferred promise of the 
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Transition. The use of Serbian epic poetry among intimate publics like my family 

illustrates the way in which texts that have a signature of the former Yugoslavia (with a 

Serbian accent) mediate, manifest, and cultivate their multiple attachments to being 

Bosnian, Muslim, and Yugoslav at the same time. Moreover, talking about family 

decadence (and family disputes in other parts of my writing) through national suffering, 

insurgence, and the imperial encounters that epic poetry dramatize, implies an intimate 

knowledge of belonging and points to a tacit confession of a familial idiom by which 

Bosniaks frame their conflict-laden relationship with the Serbian other.  

Daily life is suffused with occasional talk about the community’s fallen members 

— extended members of the family, neighbors, or friends and their families. Social 

dramas became intensified and gained an additional visibility due to the long-term 

consequences of the war. Economic dependency of the elderly and young people is a 

social fact. And each case of dependency has a personal signature. Some dependants are 

‘uncooperative’, some are ‘too arrogant’ and ‘unthankful,’ some have ‘extravagant 

expenditures’, some have ‘bad habits,’ while some are ‘just lazy and got used to be taken 

care of.’ Indulgence of any kind has become an issue to be solved within the confines of 

the family and the community primarily, since the social services the state used to 

provide have been fading away slowly but surely while the existing services are too 

humble to meet the demand. This damage to social worlds makes itself tangible in daily 

existence as constant calibrations to how much effort to put into working out, and 

sometimes neglecting, the dramas of the family circle or the intimate community. The 

challenging question “who deserves what from destiny?” — an encryption of the 

100

  



unrelenting issue, “who has suffered the most damage from the war, and to what extent 

do we, the relatively better-offs, have the responsibility or ability to help?” — typically 

invokes anxious conversations with emotional tones of guilt, anger, shame, regret, 

benevolence, frustration, helplessness, apathy, sarcasm, and resignation. Verse from epic 

poetry, the proverbial use of which I ethnographically describe in the following pages, is 

one of the genres that typically cue the dramatic shift in deliberations. It is used as the 

language of destiny, shifting the temporal, emotional, and moral grounds of talk of the 

most proximate social dramas. The metered and rhymed verses known by heart fix the 

disarrayed cluster of meanings and a wide range of ambivalent emotions, while the shift 

from the flux of “here and now” to the absolute past of the epic and/or the “everywhere 

and nowhere” of the proverb provides a temporary resignation. The resignation involves 

the comfort of temporary detachment from the moral (and financial) obligations, as well.  

These poetic verses are likely to emerge as the closing remarks of the 

conversations about stories of decadence and dependency; as the punch lines of anecdotes 

of severe confrontations between family members or talks about shattered relationships 

between intimate friends; or, as ludic or inversive transformations of the original text in 

teasing. Ultimately, proverbial and parodic uses emerge as two major ways in which 

verses from epic poetry are cited, quoted, and performed in daily conversations.  

In what follows, I dwell on instances when epic verses are quoted as a proverb. 

They are stories of decadence from the family circle, some of the myriad stories that 

point to the drastic changes in the social and economic status of the members of the 

community. The following scenes of conversations take place in different settings. 
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Mainly during big family get-togethers, my brief visits to my aunt’s place. It is mostly 

women’s talk. The three main protagonists in these conversations are sisters in their 60s. 

“She” refers to my aunt, my primary informant in the city. There are also young members 

of the family, old family friends and in-laws who participate in the conversations every 

now and then. Quoting epic verse serves as an eloquent expression of accumulated 

wisdom underlining a moral lesson, the truthfulness of which is free of judgment and 

taken for granted. The proverbs constitute and manifest the emotional peak of 

conversations about decadence dramas, serving as conventionalized closing remarks to 

these exchanges. 

I elaborate on the conversations about the decadent drama and the utterance event 

of the quotation of the verse from the epic as dialogically related, mutually 

contextualizing, yet separate domains of understanding. I expand on the conversations 

with a particular focus on the emotional texture of the talks. I attend to the ways in which 

the words of particular objects, people, places, food, and events shift the emotional frame 

of the conversations and thereby evoke memories related to the same frame of the mood. 

However, the emotional frames of the conversations made up of the anecdotes that 

became partly congealed through repetition in time are not bounded, sealed entities. Each 

anecdote has many words that may index other emotional frames and evoke their related 

thematic regiments depending on the context of the talk, most importantly on the 

participants’ characters, inclinations, choices, intentions and interactions. 
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How to Remember and Forget Almasa and Zijneta 
 

Almasa and Zijneta are two sisters, my aunt’s nieces. Every now and then she 

mentions their names, mostly when referring to one more failed attempt to reach each 

other. It is either that Almasa has called her but could not reach her because she was out, 

or she tried to drop by Almasa and Zijneta’s but nobody answered the door. Since Zijneta 

has been confined to bed for some time, it is very likely that Almasa did not hear the bell 

ringing or “did not feel like answering the door,” she would add speculatively with a 

lowered voice. If ghosts haunt, fallen relatives do so even more. Every now and then, 

rumors about someone having seen “an old lady who looked exactly like our Zijneta” in  

line at the Narodna Kuhinja (communal kitchen) slide swiftly through conversations and 

disappear the moment they flash up. The accuracy or the distressing likelihood of this 

hearsay is never investigated or questioned, mostly left to the blurred zone of hearsay that 

belongs to nobody and everybody. “Yeah, I have been meaning to visit them some time 

soon,” would be her way of marking the end or changing the direction of the 

conversation, should the rumors be granted time and space enough to be considered a 

conversation. To my knowledge, it was not that they did not have pensions of their own 

(150 KM=$90 per month) or a close relative that might help take care of them (a brother 

and Almasa’s married son and his family) but apparently, it was not enough to sustain life 

without the help of things “communal.” 

Almasa and Zijneta are the two daughters of a big family that had a relatively 

affluent life during the time of Yugoslavia. They had been living together at a spacious 
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flat that used to “belong”47 to their parents. The apartment building was one of the big 

robust constructions built during the Austro-Hungarian period. Its wide ceilings, spacious 

rooms, and semicircle façade with French windows is always mentioned in praise and 

admiration in rare family get-togethers. Every now and then, someone put in a good word 

about the flat’s details – the scary stuffed birds decorating the long, dark corridor; the 

living room suite in chic baroque style with blue striped upholstery and mahogany 

wooden frames (someone would definitely add that it was “Louis XIV style,” and “was it 

Louis XVI?” would cause a momentary confusion that nobody would try to fix); the big 

display case with a marble counter and shining crystal mirror; the handmade Persian rug; 

the splendid cabinet with glittering green glasses, as well as the goblin stitches and 

paintings on the walls. It is typically women’s talk, after dinner when men and women 

segregate themselves in different parts of the house or flat to chitchat. Almasa and 

Zijneta’s parents’ classy life, their flat, and the glorious past are subjects of the distinctive 

repertoire of those conversations.  

“They used to have a salon while the rest of the family had only living rooms,” 

she would add with a teasing emphasis on the word, “salon.”  This salon and its 

decorative details are mentioned together either with the big festive iftars (Ramadan 

dinners) held for the family, or with the weekly cooncan and bridge parties held for their 

wide circle of friends during the family’s heyday. In their collective work of recall, the 
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housing units, 80 percent of which were privately owned and the remaining 20 percent, socially owned (a 
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merits (i.e. the length of employment, qualifications, and social status). After the de-nationalization 
(restitucija, in common parlance) legislation in 2002, the ownership of the flats started to be given to their 
users.  

  



three sisters and their sister-in-law compile partial and elusive memories of an elaborate 

Ramadan dinner, lingering on the best table design, choice of dishes, and serving order of 

the food. Was it skemba (tripe) or begova soup (mixed vegetable soup cooked in meat 

broth) that would typically start the Ramadan dinner? Everybody agreed that raztop (an 

appetizer prepared with cream, milk, butter, sour cream, and sometimes eggs) was served 

next, followed by bamja (dry okra with meat). It is on top of the “must” list but, the 

serving order is negotiable. Japrak dolma (stuffed grape leaves) or sarma (stuffed 

cabbage rolls) are optional. They continue down the list happily with zeljanica (flan with 

spinach), kadajif (a kind of sweet pastry), kompot (compote) or sutljac (rice pudding). 

Between iftar (Ramadan dinner) and teravi (nightly prayer during Ramadan), coffee 

would be served, one would remind the others. And a small music recital initiated by 

Salim (Almasa and Zijneta’s deceased elder brother) playing the guitar, and Sevala (her 

elder sister) joining him with the accordion constituted the apex of the night, as the sisters 

would all agree. “Everything was so harmonious!” they would typically end this part of 

the recall. These scene of perfection can be achieved only in the past. 

Talking about “good old days” and Almasa and Zijneta’s share in them, or talking 

about the golden past through their destitution today, they cross diverging and converging 

emotional paths. Constant oscillation between nostalgia and irony is more likely to skew 

towards cynicism’s insistent intervention in nostalgic scenes of perfection. Or should I 

say nostalgia is tarnished by the intervention of the unruly details and flux of experience 

that reigns in the present? Things are far from anything related to chic, beautiful, 

glamorous, and harmonious here and now. In the imperfect present, their pensioned state 
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is something to be expected, waiting its time to germinate. The joy of remembering 

elaborate iftars and gay talk about the food might lead to remarks on how the sisters 

always aspired to spend more than their income. Their indulgence in buying things 

always new and trendy would be typically coupled with small anecdotes of Tetak’s 

(uncle-in-law) debt history. How Tetak used to get a loan from their father every now and 

then, how he would never return the loan on time…  

Iftars and the spacious flat are the fodder for conversations that underline the 

perfect harmony of the old days. However, exchanges about the objects in the flat are 

always volatile. They have a destabilizing polysemic force that cannot be neatly fixed 

within the emotional texture of the conversations shot through with nostalgia and irony. 

Cynicism about the lavish aspects of their affluent lives in the past is evoked by particular 

details of the flat, such as the scary corridor decorated with stuffed birds, the pro-Western 

habit of walking in shoes at home, the “German look” of the white aprons in the family 

photo, not being able to determine whether it was Louis XIV or XVI furniture…all these 

carry the fatal potential to cue anxious talk about the details of their contemporary 

déclassé and decadent lives that cannot be maintained within the emotional distance of 

cynicism anymore, let alone be the object of nostalgic recollections. Moreover, the talk 

has a tone of resentment, while quick touches on the details about Almasa’s and Zijneta’s 

life stories revolve around the issue of merit and personal responsibility in preparing 

one’s own end. This part of the account never addresses their working lives (both of them 

worked as accountants in two big companies in ex-Yugoslavia) and their earned 

pensions; strikingly, there is never any mention of the war. Personal biographies and 
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family histories are excavated at the expense of the big drama that is shared by all yet 

affects everybody differently. Following recall’s mélange of nostalgia and cynicism, the 

conversations veer into anger and accusation before the final transcendental sobriety 

evoked and manifested by the proverbial wisdom made up of the lines of the epic.  

Almasa’s only son Samir is always mentioned as the first of the chain of failures 

that led to their decadence today. He is mentioned as the “victim and monster” of 

Almasa’s and Zijneta’s excessive and spoiling love, affection, and indulgent care, the 

interim embodiment of these two women’s tragic end. His name is the hallmark of their 

successive inability to make right decisions, choices, and investments in life. How 

Almasa divorced Samir’s father in the sixth month of her marriage and had always been 

an irresponsible and adventurous widower (fleeting remarks on her mountain climbing, 

trekking hobby as a single woman), whereas Zijneta was the most beautiful yet haughty 

woman in her prime. She was naïve and vaporous to expect that she would marry a son of 

one of those blue-blooded Sarajevan families. She did not accept any offers, although 

some of them were really good. “Those Sarajevans marry only with others like them,” 

they would add, which means “blue blooded Sarajevans, the settlers of the town at least 

for seven generations.” And, they would add later, mercifully, that she was the “chosen 

child, the victim” of her parents, singled out to take care of them in their old age.  

Every now and then, speculative conversations about the causes and un-

negotiable remedies for doing something about the tragedy comes to a definite halt with a 

name whose dark magic casts its spell upon the self-styled helplessness. It deftly deflects 

any trace of sentiments such as regret, benevolence, and guilt into a decisive and self-
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righteous anger. It opens a shared space of righteousness which lightens the burden of the 

guilt and intervenes radically with their supposed familial binding duty. There are no 

words anymore that frame the reluctant yet obligatory aspect of familial responsibility 

that switch the merit to the deceased elders. “The beautiful memory of our beloved aunt,” 

which is the typical cue for the sense of benevolence and is very likely to be consigned to 

a check, is refrained at those moments. The name of this transforming magic is Zoran!  

There is never any explicit mention about what precisely is wrong with this boy. 

Whatever that unbearable thing about him is, once his name is uttered the entire 

emotional texture of the conversation reaches its peak of anger. It is irreversible, and 

cannot be mellowed with any fragment of memory from the “harmonious days.” The 

word might come through Almasa’s appealing calls or his sister’s nervous accounts if 

they run into her in the town while running errands. Once Zoran has been named, the 

sisters’ daughters and cousins are allowed to join the conversation on the story of 

decadence. They take the word right after the elder women—their mothers—underline 

Zoran as an estimated successor of his spoiled father Samir, and the embodiment of these 

two old sisters’ over-indulgent care. His name conjures something bad that has 

accumulated through the decades, a deserved or expected family punishment summed up 

by his name. If not explicitly articulated, this “punishment” at least has a color and a 

style. Passing comments are made about how the dark purple shades under his eyes 

contrast with his pale skin, and the way he always wears long sleeve shirts even in the 

hottest days of the summer. These details lead to rumors about another boy from the 

neighborhood, or sometimes a girl, who is causing trouble for their families,  constantly 
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being sent for long treatments, living in medical confinement for a couple of months 

before returning to their home and habits.  

There are quite a few young people with “dark purple shades around their eyes” in 

the city, apparently, and with their mention, my aunt’s daughters and nieces join the 

conversation. They are experts on these other boys from the neighborhood and the 

school, the darkness of the streets or the underground clubs where they meet, and the 

bodily markers that make these young people recognizable. There is always a space of 

surprise in these informative anecdotes. The son or a daughter of a well-known family or 

a family they know become a matter of awe. These cross-generational informative talks 

combine a tacit reluctance, nervousness, and pride. The young girls convey to their 

mothers and aunts that their “being good girls” has a high price. They are “in” enough to 

know the dirty little secrets of the neighborhood and the town and yet careful to cultivate 

their roles as prim and proper young ladies. At these moments in the conversations they 

are always granted space enough to take their time. Elderly women take pride in their 

daughters’ insider knowledge, get assured of their social distance from the “troubled 

kids” of the town, and yet become tangibly nervous. The space the daughters are granted 

does not have the same comfortable joy of those cross-generational and cross-gendered 

conversations where young people are encouraged to tell the newest jokes circulating in 

town among their raja (circle of friends). It does not have the same sense of joy as talking 

about who dates whom, who got a job with the help of what kind of veza (connection), or 

the whereabouts of the semi-clandestine vocations of their girlfriends. The proximity of 

young people with the “dark purple shade around their eyes” overshadows the delight and 
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pride in the informed distance their daughters speak and perform. It is almost a gift the 

daughters are offering to their mothers, a sacrifice where nobody is sure how to 

reciprocate properly48 except by giving an edgy approval as partially implied by allowing 

space for them to talk.  

I saw Zoran twice. The first time was in a photo in a family album Almasa 

showed to me one visit, and the second time was in person, during Zijneta’s tevhid 

(seventh day prayer after death). I remember him as a gentle, good looking, and quiet 

young man. Interestingly, the photo is more vivid in my mind. He and his grandma are 

together. Almasa is sitting on a chair next to a table wearing her lilac colored dressing 

gown, with neatly combed grayish white hair, and red lipstick on her lips, as usual. She 

smiles softly and flirtatiously to the camera. Zoran is standing and leaning towards her. 

His left arm encircles his grandma with a hand hanging down loosely from her left 

shoulder. There is a chain around his black jeans, a part of which pokes out from under 

the bottom of his long, loose black t-shirt. With his right arm, he holds a classic Pink 

Floyd album, “The Wall.” He shows the album as if he is advertising it. Maybe he is. 

“The Wall” steels the stage. We see his slightly bearded cheek and proudly and 

sarcastically smiling mouth but not the face; it is not in the frame. Whoever took the 

photo could not adjust the frame large enough, or did not get far enough away while 

taking the picture. Technically, it is a failed photo, yet, apparently, it is successful enough 
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to have a place in Almasa’s album, which she proudly shows on those rare occasions 

when she has guests.  

Zoran’s name cues the definite end to guilt, shame, and benevolence. Irritating 

questions about what to do, how to help, how much to give, how frequently to visit, how 

to avoid the calls sometimes, how to postpone another encounter with the scene of 

misfortune, come to a halt with his name. His name is a momentary refuge, a declaration 

of “not knowing what to do!” “It is always supposed to be for medicine,” my aunt 

complains. “Nobody believes that, but I gave her 200KM ($130) anyway…Whatever you 

give them it is not enough! They only want money, by the way. How many times I 

brought them food supplies, I cannot tell you. They are not satisfied, they are not happy! 

It is only money, which counts. But we all know where the money goes, right? To 

Zoran!”  

Zoran’s magic name has a substitute. A verse from an epic quoted in medias res 

conveys a decision to end the talk about Almasa and Zijneta as well. It changes the mood 

with a single stroke of its poetic force: 

 Cekaj, Krtsu, dokle s neba…pecenja ces mesto hleba [“Wait you Christian until 
it comes from the sky… you will have a roast lamb instead of bread”].  
 
It is more than an uttered opinion; it has the effect of a decision, a verdict with the 

power of its own spell. The momentary silence around the quote quells the anger and 

frustration engraved in the conversation into sobriety and resignation absorbed in silence. 

Silence feels absolute for some time. Flux—the inalienable property of the present—gets 

engulfed and tamed by the sense of the absolute past that conveys a feeling of 
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timelessness under the signature of the epic. Or should I say the sense of awe is rolling 

over us with the momentary view of the words’ power?  

The line has a secret power to convert this entire heart-wrenching family drama 

that compels us to do something about it into one of those thousands of object lessons 

around, from which one can learn a lot should she contemplate long and carefully 

enough. She, the utterer and animator of the proverbial voice assigns her own cruel 

distance to the decadent drama at the moment to deity while deprivation of Almasa and 

Zijneta becomes impersonated under the anonymous image of poor (non-Muslim) 

peasants. The shift or slippage in pronouns might be a matter of a bad memory, a defect 

in education that made the habitually used (wrong) expression replacing the original one 

in time. However, without this grammatical shift in pronouns it would have been 

impossible to use Cengic’s words as a proverb, the way they use it. The realm of 

nonpersons is apt for the ancestral voice or a voice that “belongs to no one and 

everyone”(Stewart 1991:83).  

Stewart (1991) defines proverb as a “paradigm for all ideological forms,” 

substitutes and cancels the “unruly detail and flux of experience.” And just like fable and 

epic, she adds, it is “reproduced as an antique at moments in need of ideological closure” 

(p.83). She draws attention to the simultaneous phenomena of the emergence of the 

literary imitation of folklore forms (epic, fable, proverb, fairy tale, ballad and parody) and 

the “new antique” in the late 17th and early 18th centuries. What these “distressed genres,” 

as she names them, share with the phenomenon of the “new antique,” is an attempt to 

“bypass the contingencies of time” and a desire to “produce speaking objects, objects 
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both in and out of time.” Irvine (1996) also underlines the distinctive peculiarity of 

proverbs, in the sense of “imposing alternative deictic fields on the pragmatic present.” 

(p.148). Drawing on examples from the performance of Wolof insult poems, she states 

that the lack of quotative markers enables the utterance to convey a sense they belong to 

the voice of the ancestors. Their recognition as a proverb, she argues, brings into 

attention the issues of recognizability by generic conventions, performative dimension of 

the utterance and the social identity of the utterer. 

With her proverbial utterance everybody rhymes herself with the merciless and 

unavoidable edge of destiny; the war and its aftereffects become an instance in an all 

encompassing sense of the time of the mythic past that the genre of the epic indexes. The 

war, with all its imposing power to turn the flow of things into the sharp contrast of 

“before and after” scenes, loses its contrasting power for a moment. We switch to another 

level of perception, which grants a picture of the unity, legibility, and continuity that the 

everyday sometimes frighteningly lacks. We depart from graceful selves  with trepidation 

of maybe slight yet contingent possibility of being one of those old ladies lining at the 

communal kitchen or being one of the “problem kids” or his or her “accomplices.” The 

temporal, emotional, and spatial proximity and the contingency of the dramatic event 

switches to that of the epic’s dictum: everything had already happened (Stewart 1991). 

The luxurious apartment, dinners, bridge parties, stuffed animals, German aprons in the 

family photo, a crystal Italian pendant, dark shades under Zoran’s eyes…all become the 

decorum of a destiny that has been exerting its ordain slowly but surely through the 

characters, events, and scenes that are ancillary to its dictum. There is no space for 
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speculations about the right or wrong choices, scenes of properness or excess anymore, 

let alone the war’s share in this particular instance of decadence. Almasa and Zijneta 

become everybody and nobody while we reach a comprehensive sobriety of coming to 

terms with the beautiful words of the merciless truth delivered in the “voice of everyone 

and no one.”  We accept.  

But what do we accept in and beyond her call for a momentary silence and a 

change of topic for rest of the conversation? What formal, thematic, pragmatic, and 

generic correlates of the epic verse have leaked into the conversation? Does the “here and 

now” of the conversation about decadence dramas imply an intervention into the 

entextualized epic poetry, the verse of which is performatively uttered? Does her 

utterance recontextualize the family drama in terms of the historical event of the religious 

and colonial confrontation narrated in the original text? Does she mean and dramatize 

what Mazuranic wrote and Cengic’s voice delivered, or play with meanings? In what 

terms is it possible to detect the scope of the generic, thematic, and contextual “leak” 

suggested by the quote in the context of the talk?  What do participants in the 

conversation infer from the utterance? Is the rest of the poetic dialogue implied as part of 

the communicative act as well? Do all the participants in the conversation have similar 

access to the meaning, attribute the same value, and share the same sentimental 

attachments to the utterance as she does? What are the fault lines of participant roles?  

And what kind of a mode of understanding, recognition, and attachment emerges from 

the indeterminate zone defined by the “fragmentation in participant roles” (Irvine 

1996:140)? Let me pursue these questions in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3: Who is that Speaking?:  Microhistory of the Utterance 
 

So far, I have described critical moments in conversations about family dramas 

from the perspective of the emotional twists cued by names of particular objects, people, 

places, food, and events that refer to the past and the present.  The quotation of a verse 

from the epic constitutes the sentimental peak of the conversation and that sentimental 

crescendo is where it usually ends. My further engagement with the conversations 

concerns this moment of uttering a reiterated portion of the epic text that works as a 

closing remark. I pursue the questions posed above by focusing on the potential thematic, 

formal, and pragmatic contribution of the multiple voices (Cengic’s, Mazuranic’s, and the 

bards’) she enacts, as well as the genres (epic and proverb) the utterance implicitly 

indexes. Informed by the linguistic anthropology literature on participation frames in the 

speech event (Hanks 1996; Irvine 1996; Goodwin and Goodwin 2004), I draw on 

Bakhtin’s (1981) and Goffmans’ (1974) similar critical interventions to the univocality of 

the Author, Speaker and Hearer. Bakhtin’s crucial intervention in questioning the 

presumed semantic unity of the voice of the Author and the Speaker reverberates with 

Goffman’s influential contribution that calls attention to the complexity of the Speaker 

and Hearer as participant roles. Henceforth, I will elaborate on the multiple voices she 

animates at the moment of her poetic utterance through the categories Goffman 

distinguished as possible realizations of the Speaker. Goffman’s speaker categories are 

the Animator, the person who actually produces the talk; the Author, the entity 

responsible for constructing the words and sentences; and, the Figure, a character or 

persona performed or depicted in the Animator’s talk. I am aware of the inconspicuous 
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status of the analytical purchase of drawing on historical voices and the provenance of the 

utterance for their denotative contribution to the “microhistory of a single utterance” 

(Hanks 1996:p.169). I need to underline that this is an attempt to map out the 

constituencies of the utterance in terms of the potential bearings they offer to the verse’s 

performative power. My ethnographic work is the primary source to derive an insight on 

the “labile and mercurial insubstantiality” (Urban 1996:4) of the particular use of the text 

and its entextualization process.   

She, the Animator 

To quote from epic poetry is a performance, a sort of cultivated gesture to freeze 

an emotionally charged moment with big words. Bosniaks appreciate big words and 

know that words with force can change things. Many times I heard Bosniaks’ quoting the 

crucial part of Milosevic’s seminal Kosovo speech,49 engaging all their faculty of 

mimicry, "No one will ever dare beat you again!" It is the moment when the president of 

Yugoslavia publicly declared that “you” does not necessarily involve all the 

constituencies of the republic but primarily those one million Serbs who embarked on a 

pilgrimage to Kosovo from all around the country to celebrate the 600th anniversary of 

the Kosovo Battle. And the warning against the Kosovo Albanians, the impersonal 

pronoun “no one” of the famous statement, was soon to be shifted semantically to the 

“Turks,” referring to the Muslims of the country, most of whose ancestors converted to 

Islam during the Ottoman period. The phrase indexes the precarious spot Muslims 
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occupy in the Serbian symbolic universe. Interestingly, Bosniaks quite often quote this 

part of Milosevic’s Kosovo speech as if they are internalizing and externalizing again and 

again the moment of their fall from the power of this triumphant utterance. 

She also frequently quotes Milosevic’s words from the Kosovo speech. Unlike 

many other quotes she uses from other sources, it goes without any linguistic marker that 

refers to its quotational quality. Akin to all of the citations and quotations of the Serbian 

epic circulating in this household and the intimate community around it that do not have 

verbal markers, the reiterated part of this particular speech is also quoted without a 

preface or an explicit reference to its provenance. The quotes from epic poetry are 

separated from the rest of the talk by an accentuated performance and tone of voice. Yet, 

the phrases, lines of poetry, or dialogues from film adaptations of epic poetry sustain an 

independent identity outside the context of their utterance in daily conversations. They 

are repetitively used and have become formulaic expressions adding poetic aura to the 

actual instances of their use and/or shifting the temporal and moral frame of the talks to 

that of the proverbs’ anonymous and timeless voice. However, these performative quotes 

evoke a sense of being the speaker’s own words, providing her with a manner and 

language to inhabit for the span of their effect.  

Speaking on behalf of Bosniaks is a big question. All of those on her list of good 

speakers are men and are recalled with her generic proclamation, milina ga slusati (“it is 

a pleasure to listen to him”). The top members on the list are Ceric (the religious leader of 

Bosniaks), Mahmutcehajic (physics professor, politician and public intellectual), 

Hafizbegovic (theology professor), and Karic (dean of the Faculty of Islamic Studies). 
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Among these public figures the most popular one is Ceric, the religious leader of 

Bosniaks who has a doctoral degree in theology from the University of Chicago. 

Although there are constant rumors about his conspicuous connections with some Arabic 

countries, especially Saudi Arabia, and although he is widely perceived as a politician 

rather than a religious leader, and is accused of clandestinely protecting the Wahhabis’50 

extended and legalized stay in the country, everybody agrees on one thing: he is a great 

preacher and nobody can speak like he does. Otherwise, the rest of the public figures 

whose ways of speaking she likes might have completely different views and approaches 

on issues; nevertheless, what matters for her is a good speech that is composed of 

substantiated arguments, poetic punctuations and is well-read. For instance, Karic (the 

dean of Islamic Studies) and Ceric mostly have quite different views on many issues, 

such as the compulsory religious education for pre-school children and Wahhabis in the 

country. Karic portrays a Western and secular, scholarly persona while Ceric, who is 

never seen in any other clothes but his black gown and turban is known for his more 

Islamic orientation. Nevertheless, they share the same valence in her list of well-spoken 

men of the community. None of what she quotes from these Bosniak public figures’ 

speech has a language of anger or force compared to that of Milosevic’s Kosovo speech, I 

need to add.  
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Wahhabi mudzaheddins (Muslim warriors) came to the country to fight with Bosniaks. Following the war, 
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and are widely criticized by Bosnian Islamic publics as well for trying to spread their own understanding of 
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At this point, I would like to remind the reader about the Sarajevan girls’ 1989 get 

together. One element of the girls’ talk was how they teased about Ante’s (Munevera’s 

Croat husband), and Agron’s (Suhreta’s Albanian husband), habit of giving small 

speeches at family get-togethers. Neither in my two years’ stay in Sarajevo nor in my 

previous visits to the city, nor among the Bosniak immigrant community in Istanbul, have 

I ever witnessed an occasion in which someone would stand up to give a speech at a 

family get- together (except for an elderly male’s talk at wedding or engagement 

ceremonies). Not marking family get-togethers with a speech and her clandestine search 

for a well-spoken man are closely related phenomena, I suggest.  

In his elucidation of Bosniaks’ national question from the perspective of the 

foundational difficulty of substituting religion with national identity, Pinson (1996) 

points to the lack of a golden age or a prototypical state in Bosniaks’ history to provide 

them with an object of collective identification as s the case with other Slavs in the 

country. Being informed by the literature on the kinship modality of nation and 

citizenship, I would suggest that not marking a family gathering with a speech is closely 

related with Bosniaks’ cumbersome relationship with fulfilling the protocols of 

nationhood. The case is even more significant when we take into consideration that they 

have the means and proximity to mime the other Slavic communities’ speech practices, 

which is a constitutive part of community building, marking and imagining.  But it is an 

extremely ambivalent task since despite diminishing returns, being Bosnian is still a 

vibrant attachment and despite the political death of Yugoslavia, Yugoslav sensibilities 

are latent intervenors. On the other hand,  Muslim-only imaginaries and their related 
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practices are insufficient to provide a sense of being a distinctive community for 

Bosniaks, let alone for those with strong secular stances. Furthermore, the vibrant ethe of 

Yugoslavism and Bosnianness are not imaginaries, or ideologies, as I have mentioned 

before, they are attachments to the forms, modes of expressions, manners, that are 

inalienably part of one’s self and not easy to dispense with. Others’ words are close to the 

heart, or not “other” enough, while new words are yet to come; it takes a lot of work, 

there are a lot of notebooks to write, and instances to quote.  

The Serbian epic is not the only thing she quotes, quite the opposite. She has a 

distinctive pastime habit of writing down words she likes in her notebook. It is a labor-

intensive habit. She carries a small pocket almanac in her bag to write words she enjoys 

while away from home. Later on she edits and inscribes into her real notebook only those 

words that survive her fleeting fancy. Love and death, family matters, life in frontiers, 

natives, histories of the Second World War and the Ottoman past, and evaluative 

accounts of Bosnia are the major themes around which quotation notebooks revolve. For 

example: Winston Churchill’s maxims on history; Kathrin Hepburn’s ironic take on the 

truthfulness of her media image; the words of Hena (Juliet Binoche)—the nurse in The 

English Patient, on being in love with ghosts; Mustafa Ceric, the highest religious 

authority of the Muslims of Bosnia, on the Western habit of solving conflicts with violent 

methods alluding to the untangling of the Gordion knot (by sword); The Outlaw Josey 

Wales on war and death; the quote from Rusmir Mahmutcehajic, the physics professor 

and an eminent Bosniak public intellectual, on the multicultural and multi-religious 

history of Bosnia; the chief in the Last of Mohicans on race extinction in the frontiers; the 
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wise sayings of Ibn’ Arabi, the Sufi mystic and philosopher, on the merits being patient; a 

paragraph from Orhan Pamuk’s Snow depicting a harmonious family scene around a 

dinner table; a couple of lines from the professor of Islamic studies and public intellectual 

Resid Hafizovic’s translation of Rumi, the Sufi poet… All share the same space of her 

tiny little notebook.   

They also share being quoted in a different manner from the way in which verses 

of epic poetry are quoted in conversations every now and then. She knows only few of 

these quotes by heart. Most of the time, the gesture of quoting is very explicit and labor 

intensive. Although each time she regrets to do so, she resorts to her notebook when she 

feels it is the right moment. She always quotes them by attributing their sources, followed 

by a couple of statements of evaluation -- how wise, beautifully said, or telling they are. 

Sometimes she also provides a brief account of her first encounters with these words. 

There is certainly a sense of pride, a claim to originality from the collage she makes from 

other people’s words. Considering the bulk of literature produced or meant to be 

produced by the retired, aged, and primarily male population of Bosnia after the war, hers 

is a definitely twisted version of that gendered scriptomania.51 She is proud of having a 

wide range of interests fed from various sources and cultivating a gesture to wander 

comfortably among expressive forms without much caring about their belonging to high 

or low culture.52 Being curious and eager to learn new things are ways she distinguishes 
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51 Almost every third retired man I met is either writing or planning to write a book on Bosnia’s history, a 
personal memoir of the war, or a book around his hobby such as mountain climbing, flora and fauna of 
Bosnia, bird keeping, or horse raising. There are also amateur folklorists who are gathering folk songs and 
proverbs they think will soon be forgotten or extinguished.  
52 She is also an adamant follower of MTV, and the pop music from Turkey and the region. Needless to 
say, she pays special attention to the lyrics and knows most of them by heart.  

  



herself from the rest of the women of her age and social position (Sarajevan, retired, 

married with children, middle class). Given the opportunity, or should anyone comment 

on her engagement with other people’s words (regardless of the sarcasm or admiration in 

their tone), she would state, “I am really frustrated at Bosniacs’ lack of curiosity for the 

world.” 

Critical words thrown at critical moments in family disputes, printed phrases from 

the thematic postcards she receives from her elder sister in Canada on her birthdays and 

New Years, writing on the backs of black and white snapshot photos of her friends from 

youth and college years and distant family members of her generation… these are some 

of the other words she keeps, known by heart and quoted when the moment comes. 

Perhaps the phrases and handwriting are dearer or more significant to her than the 

photographed faces or the visual content of the cards. Keeping the words scripted or 

knowing some by heart does not exhaust her contemplative engagement with quoting 

“any configuration of signs that is coherently interpretable by some community of users” 

(Hanks 1989:95). She makes up other quoting gestures in the moment of their emergence 

in verbal communication.  They are quite impromptu, snapshots of her cultivated habit of 

reflecting upon the limits of verbal or non-verbal communication. She is inventive, 

reflective, and also interpellative in the sense of engaging other conversation participants 

in her joyride around the abysmal edges of language.  

There are quotations for teasing purposes exclusively, when she wants to make 

fun of the communicative act, hers or the other parties’ expressive behaviors, the context 

or the gesture of quoting itself. The pieces of speech she gathers are mostly selected for 
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their idiosyncratic sound(s), expressive power, wide purchase at public circulation, their 

phatic function, or a person’s accent, such as, Americki plakari (“American wardrobe”, 

the way her neighbor pronounces), restitucija (“restitution”53) , tranzicija (“transition”54).  

But there is yet another intriguing kind of citational game she likes to play that does not 

share the same collector’s attitude I have described so far. This game is designed to loot 

words at the moment of their utterance: tear a randomly chosen word, phrase, or sound 

out of the dialogue and repeat it several times with an accentuated tone of voice or 

gestures until it becomes impossible to return it to the meaningful unit of conversation to 

which it belonged a few seconds ago. She de-contextualizes signs without re-

contextualizing them and points to the possibility of the absence of the referents. The 

conversation loses its center of gravity at those moments and is left without an absolute 

anchoring. When we go back to talking about something again, the terms of play have 

leaked into the conversation; words linger in the possibility of not being able to make a 

reference. We are not the same beings-in-language anymore. For some time.  

The rule of her “plays” or the “plays” around her, such as watching, singing, 

chatting, telling a joke or an anecdote from a daily encounter, etcetera, all must risk the 

conventional meaning conveyed through the plot, choronological organization of the 

story, tonal arrangement of the musical piece, or the sequences of the scenes in the video. 
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53 In accordance to the property law implementation that passed in 1998, displaced and dispossessed 
Bosnians were envisioned to take back their properties they lost during the war. She uses the term 
ironically for the disputes among her husbands family around the inheritance.  
54 It is a transition from socialism to capitalism, from an authoritarian state to democracy, and from war to 
peace. The term has become a big catchword in Bosnia, sarcastically used in mundane situations when 
things do not work as expected. The bitter part of the irony denotes the common sentiment that the 
expectation itself does not have the same valence anymore, as it did right after the war.    
 

  



The rule of the game is to open a large space between the event of the narration and the 

narrated event and fill the space with repetition of some random or significant units of the 

text and create a difference in both directions. Neither the event narrated nor the event of 

narration is safe from these random distortions. This intervention punctuates the priority 

of the event of the narration and the present-ness of the event. The reward for the “best 

play” goes to the performance that recognizes and communicates deftly the impossibility 

of fixing the meaning while having not totally dispensed with the possibility of it. 

Meaning should be a possibility, or should yield itself to a test in this “play”.  

Memories of the siege that surge into daily conversations and activities have 

become congealed anecdotes bearing the traces of repetition. Their contingency might 

turn into a telling or retelling, making a point, or sometimes be left unattended, without 

comment. Whatever the moment is and however they surge, intentionally or not, these 

episodic recalls intervene with the thematic, contextual and emotional texture of 

conversations.   Nobody knows how, when and what will surge. There is no tangible cue. 

A bar of chocolate left at the corner of the refrigerator might evoke the memory of the 

packet a relative from Turkey or Canada sent received after a month of circulating around 

the city. Washing the crystal ashtray kept in the guest room might summon up a single 

moment when she realized most of the “valuables” around her were not all that valuable, 

when she had an irresistible urge to crush all the delicacies and fragilities in which they 

had once invested -- the crystal glasses, Murano ashtrays, Rosenthal porcelains… The 

courtesy of leaving the last bit of food on the table might trigger a recall of joy and pain 

at having only a slice of smoked dry meat per person as a festive event in “those days” 
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(Nobody mentions about feminine hygiene during the siege, but it is the only thing they 

buy in bulk in today’s so-called peace times). A video tape of birds recording might cut 

into12 minutes of Samira’s tenth birthday celebration during the siege. The label on the 

video reads “Smyrnians”—the uncle’s distinctive fleet of birds named after the city of 

their origin, Smyrna (Izmir) in Anatolia. The birthday footage is fast-forwarded the 

moment it appears; neither do they watch nor do they delete.  

The congealed nature of the siege anecdotes has a thing-like quality in their use; 

they hit. Their verbal and thematic arrangement are almost the same; they have 

established punch lines as well as names—how Damir (her brother-in-law’s son) hid 

behind the door (to eat an extra piece of cheese he stole from the humanitarian packet in 

peace); how Hasiba (her brother’s sister) got obsessed with trimmig the tassels of her 

carpet (while the alarms to run to the shelters were sounding all around; vidi, vidi, vidi 

(“look, look, look” is the joyful little song Tarik, their family friend, sang while swinging 

a slice of dry meat against his  stomach when they all shared a food packet that arrived 

from Malaysia)…. 

The congealment of these small siege stories provides them an emotional distance 

to the siege experience that is punctuated by the ironic tone in which they convey them. 

They also declare and create a social and an emotional distance with the parties in whose 

presence they are recalling, telling, and performing. It is not sharing. It is communicating 

the impossibility of sharing and communicating that experience, the horror. The irony 

punctuates the joy of having survived and the peace they made with this impossibility. 

However, the terms of peace include a reservation; the anecdotes are to flash up 
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randomly.  

The destabilizing force of anecdotes lies in their sudden and unpredictable 

intervention in daily conversations. In those moments, everybody is an “outsider” except 

for those who shared the siege experience, no matter where or what they are now. Tarik 

who is in Sweden now and whom they see, maybe, once or twice every summer; Hasiba, 

whom they see twice a year only during Bajrams (eid); and Damir, with whom they do 

not even talk because of the inheritance problems among families, all become the absent 

present partners of their intimate and bitter laughter. Physically present other parties are 

not for sharing the irony, nor for cueing the anecdote. It is a tacit rule that nothing can 

change, no matter how long one lives in the country or how close s/he is to the heart or on 

the kinship chart.  

The anecdotes also delineate the contemporary impasse; they are away from those 

with whom they can laugh together about the siege, whereas those in whose presence 

they show and tell about the siege cannot laugh with them. The possibility of laughing 

together, enjoying with others one of the most intimate elements of human interaction is 

foreclosed. The experience is divisive, almost impossible. Telling, retelling, showing, 

laughing, congealing, etcetera, are communicative attempts with limited offerings.  

Gestures are not safe from her little habitual game of exposing the means of 

communication, either. Every now and then, she plays with detaching gestures from the 

verbal components with which they are synchronized. She repeats a gesture again and 

again. It can be the way she moves her hands while explaining the distinctive sound the 

high quality smoked dry meat from “once upon a time in Yugoslavia” should make 
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hitting the cutting board. She stops the verbal explanation and continues describing the 

cutting gesture with her hands only. The gestures she mimics as a teasing remark are not 

only iconic gestures accompanying the description of ordinary actions, as in this example. 

She also likes to copy others’ gestures that are intelligible to her as cultural or individual 

attributes. The way I make a large curve in the air with my arms when I want to explain 

something broad is one of her favorites to repeat while I am talking. Or, when she wants 

to make a teasing comment on the courtliness of Turkish people, she mimics the way 

Turkish people bend their upper half of the body towards the person whose hand they are 

shaking. She would accompany her miming act by voicing the sound “u” repetitively. 

Every single bend would have a stretched “u.” This is the sound she picks up from 

Turkish words “gule gule” (goodbye) and “tesekkur ederim” (thank you). “You Turkish 

people are so kind! We Bosnians do not have manners like you do. For every little 

situation you have a phrase of kindness,” she would occasionally underline, especially 

after her sarcastic quotes and mimes.  

It is not only verbal communication she cuts without pasting; she also watches the 

movies she likes best through frozen scenes. The film becomes a series of cinema stills or 

moving postcards. She anchors her attention to only those moments she wants to pause, 

her favorite dialogue, facial expression, or shot. Yet, the stills are captured at slightly 

different moments than she desires. She regrets not having technology sensitive enough 

to freeze them exactly at the right millisecond. There are always more images and 

dialogues than she can repeat or freeze. If watched with her, for instance, The English 

Patient never ends within the conventional span of time one devotes to a filmed drama. 
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Every still is a more perfect version than the moving images in film-time and an 

imperfect version of the ideal still in her mind.  

Sometimes the technology makes its own stills. The DVD player gets its own 

invisible commands to run the film in its own order of selected stills. “What did you say 

it was, ‘digital fracture?’” she teases the situation and my vocabulary. What we have is 

randomly selected stills changing at a random pace, with subtitles running at their 

intended pace in film-time. But we still watch the movie. They do not care, and I give 

myself up to the mood. Perhaps we have been trained by her watching habits, or maybe 

we have already been captured by the story by the time the film gets seizures.  Actually, 

the way she treats her own jokes and ironic interventions are not much different from the 

accidental series of visual stills we get as an effect of “digital fracture.” She treats them 

as accidents, unforeseeable seizures that she cannot help.   

In my elaboration on her quoting behavior, I have launched my description from 

her explicit quotations and have extended my gaze to her ironic interventions into 

conversations and the voluntary and accidental juxtapositions of images on the screen. In 

addition to age, marital status, having stayed in Sarajevo throughout the siege, and her 

economic status, the performative force of the epic verses she drops into conversations 

about decadent family members are major elements behind the authority of her voice.  

What I suggest is that the quotes that are neither explicit nor implicit (epic) and the 

images that are neither voluntary nor involuntary (the birthday scene during the siege 

squeezed between the footage about the birds, or the digitally fractured movies), as well 

as her repetitions that produce repetitive but non-iterable segments of communication, are 
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endowed with a dense semiotic power. She is bestowed with the capacity to punctuate 

affective intensities through those semiotic nodes of communication. Subverting the 

intended meanings conveyed in language, gestures, and images is part of her dramatic 

persona that bestows on her a special aura. Carrying a clown of oneself is a primary asset 

for acceptance into her circle of intimacy. Distortion is the constitutional provision in the 

domestic kingdom she reigns. But what about the collapse of the medieval Serb 

Kingdom, the memory of which has been carried until the recent war and the collapse of 

the former Yugoslavia? Do these habitual distortions, as an intentionally designed “play” 

or as part of domestic life (metonymic montage of the birds and birthday footage, digital 

fractures and popping siege anecdotes), the intentionality of which is impossible to 

decide, have anything to do with the recent war and the general sense of disorientation 

and displacement they have been going through for a decade and a half in Bosnia? Is the 

thematic content of the epic drama the primary and most decisive level they attach to the 

cultural form?  Does irony, laughter, quoting or citing it in family and intimate matters 

with obscure reference to the provenance of the verse, suggest a conscious distortion, 

intervention and a peculiar psychic dynamic to deal with one’s place in the fantasy 

structure of the Other’s desire? These questions are impossible to answer neatly. They are 

not much different from unanswerable other questions or other dimensions of their 

engagement with the epic poetry that resist neat definitions. Nevertheless, some further 

excavation could provide more insights if not neat answers. Next foci of attention will be 

the multiple voices enacted in the instance of quoting the epic, the interpretive framework 

on which participants draw, and the contribution of the generic conventions of the 
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proverb to the utterance and the conversation. 

Mazuranic, Cengic, and the bards’ voices, the Author 
 

The verse punctuates the moment and the emotional texture of the conversation. 

She, the elderly woman, whose authority includes the power to decide how and when to 

take care of decadent family members or ignore them, is also entitled to decide the right 

moment and the form of punctuating the conversation. Hers is an attempt to record and 

convey the event in its moment of emergence, akin to “gaining mastery by means of a 

magical verse composed on the moment” (Bauman 1992). It resonates with the 

conventional perception of the function of the bards, the original source of the epic poetry 

in the region. Her quotations feel as if she is making up the verse on the spot. The 

decadent drama fulfills some hidden protocol, as if there is something in the story that 

compels uttering the verse, as if the poetic expression is already embedded in the 

conversations, and she alone is able to excavate or perceive them. It is a gesture that fixes 

the event of the dramatic story; the drama of the present is both pushed to arm’s distance, 

and yet rescued from the constant flux of the present.   

The moment of her utterance is not only about performing the verse, but also 

about representing it. Her performance creates and declares its own sense of immediacy. 

Mazuranic’s words are reenacted in the bards’ gesture and the epic quoted as a proverb. 

Her gesture retrieves the forces of orality and immediacy in what has become frozen as 

part of the literary tradition. While Mazuranic and some of his contemporaries, inspired 

by their Romantic precursors in Europe (Herder, Goethe, Grimm), wrote and collected 

the epic poetry with deliberate efforts to be as loyal as possible to their original sources in 
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the oral tradition, she seems to be dedicated to injecting verse back into everyday 

conversations.  

Matija Murko (1990 [1928]), a Slovene ethnologist who did an extensive research 

on the Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian oral epic tradition at the beginning of the 20th century, 

mouth to mouth transmission was not as widely used as it is thought, and people quite 

often took the poetry from books and pamphlets. He also declares his surprise to observe 

Muslim women’s knowledge of reciting epic songs while reflecting on the scarcity of 

Christian women epic singers. Amila Buturovic (2007) makes a similar argument by 

broaching women’s roles in traditional Bosnian ballads (distinctive Bosnian folk artifacts 

that date back to pre-Ottoman times) and sevdalinka performance. She emphasizes 

women’s involvement as performers and transmitters of folk lyrics in Ottoman Bosnia.  

She, the Figure 
 

Cosmopolitanism and Bosnian fluid identity have always been among Sarajevans’ 

self-claimed assets in which they have taken great pride. Bosnia has always been a 

territorial and cultural category of identification cutting across ethnic and religious 

identities, while Sarajevo has always been proud of its cosmopolitanism, having been at 

the crossroads of merchants, armies, and empires. And, unlike today, its population has 

never been dominated by one national group.55 In her case, she deftly combines self-

styled cosmopolitan claim with fluid identity of Sarajevans that is conditioned by having 

been living together with other non-Muslim groups of Bosnia. They all know how to 
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switch codes and deftly use the words, forms, manners, and expressions that started to be 

marked as markers of identity of different groups after the war.  

 Cosmopolitanism, despite keeping its ages-old valence of having been cultivated 

with a wide range of national and cultural pedagogies, is becoming a catchword for being 

exposed to war and post-war engagements with different cultures and people. While it 

softens the relationship of dependency and nasty parts of refugee experiences it slowly 

replaces the mixed texture of Bosnia in pre-war times. The fluidity of identity enlarges 

itself to include the new forms and new sensibilities to which they are introduced. 

 A claim to cosmopolitanism, today, is in creative tension with an urge to generate 

a Bosniak identity. Frames to learn Arabic and Turkish oscillate between accumulating a 

Muslim sensibility and knowledge, and being one of languages among French, English 

and German that are the necessary requirements for cosmopolitan selves. Furthermore, 

accumulating a cultural and literary know-how for cosmopolitanism after the recent war 

experience is inscribed with real or potential refugee experiences, which makes all the 

efforts to endow oneself with other people’s words, manners, and languages a nervous 

clandestine preparation for another possible refugee life, just as a contingency. Let me 

elucidate this point further with an illustrious example. 

 In fall 2005, she decided to enroll in a French class at Andre Malraux Cultural 

Institute in Sarajevo as she “always wanted to hear herself speaking French.” 

Nevertheless, since there were not enough students enrolled at the time, the institute 

could not offer her a course. In that particular moment it occurred to me and to my friend 

to suggest that she take a Turkish course since she was already attuned to some words, 
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expressions, and syntaxes and more importantly was willing to learn a language. She did 

not hesitate and enrolled in a course offered by one of the institutionalized Turkish 

Islamic community in Sarajevo. Her desire to hear herself speaking French swiftly 

switched to hearing herself pronouncing Turkish words, enjoying it and even more. She 

improved fast in her learning, befriended some young Turkish women from the 

institution who were on “duty” in the city as they were appointed by their religious sect, 

and started to attend their public events which were organized for them to connect with 

and reach local Sarajevans. Not only did she develope some new and other attachments 

with Turks other than her family members, but also she got attuned with other kinds of 

Turkish sensibilities, cultural, religious and political orientations. She swiftly managed to 

handle her missionary teacher-friends’ invitations to attend other gatherings, such as 

discussion/conversation groups about Islam, Bosnia, and women’s place in Koran. 

Negotiation was mutual, as far as I could follow, since teacher-missionary-friends were 

also careful not to be too imposing in their efforts to connect with Sarajevans even more. 

Therefore, her social life with them was limited to individual home visits, meeting over a 

coffee in the city, and attending their bigger public events such as picnics, kermes, and 

some ceremonies at the high school with which her friends were also engaged. She not 

only swiftly handled their persistent demands for a more engaged “friendship” but also 

me and her friends’ communion at her place, or at some of those events for which I 

joined her.  

 Unlike in Bosnia, secular and Muslim publics are separate and almost mutually 

exclusive in the Turkish public. Nevertheless, I as a tangibly secular and feminist Turkish 
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woman and those young Muslim women from Turkey, enjoyed each others’ company, 

which was mediated on both sides by our being her connections and also having been in 

Sarajevo at the same time; it was a kind of contact the likelihood of which is rare in 

Turkish milieu, as we Turks all knew. The women missionary teachers and me, a 

researcher-teacher-Bosniak immigrant from Istanbul were enjoying something about 

Sarajevo and her that we did not have at “home” in Turkey. Sarajevo is a home to many 

other international communities and they all loosely connect and come together through 

Sarajevans with whom they engage. The post-war restructuring of the city, community 

and political system in Bosnia that conditioned many foreigners’ educational, cultural, 

political, religious and sometimes economic investments and presence in the city 

mediates a space of connectivity and experience, the terms of which are not necessarily 

defined with a reference to convening parties’ home countries. It is one of those instances 

Sarajevans sometimes proudly and sometimes sarcastically claim to be possible only in 

their city or Bosnia.  

For the purpose of the Figure of the epic utterance in this part of my writing, I 

would like to get back to the psychic and experiential space of Sarajevans, as her case 

illustrates for us the embodiment of one among many, that enables and mediates a kind of 

connectivity that cannot be understood with reference to terms and conditions in the 

home countries of the parties. Sarajevans do not only need other people, their 

investments, and cultural forms but also are endowed with a historically conditioned skill 

to accommodate various political, cultural, and religious agendas in their country as well 

as in the experiential reality of their mundane. Her deft navigation between different 
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styles of Turkish women is part of her Bosniak self that cannot be considered without 

reference to her self who deftly switches codes between allegedly different political, 

cultural and poetical forms of expression and manners. Dramatically quoting a verse from 

a Serb epic, making it sound like an ancestral voice is cultivated on the same psychic, 

social, historical, and experiential space that enables me and her Turkish Muslim, so-

called Islamist friends to enjoy each others’ company in her presence—something that is 

possible “only in Sarajevo!” for us as well.  

 What happened to her friendship with the Turkish teacher missionaries and her 

Turkish language lessons? Most of the Turkish teacher- missionaries left the city due to 

their other appointments, they are on her phone and address books. After two years of 

attendance she felt the Turkish she learned was enough for her. Now, she can follow the 

Turkish channels better, and find her own way in the city when she comes to Istanbul. 

Every now and then, she proudly exposes her Turkish-speaking self to some other 

Turkish people she encounters in the city or in Istanbul. In those instances, Turks are 

impressed not only by her diligence in learning a new language after the age of 60, but 

also by the force their language and presence have in another country. She fondly accepts 

the compliments while enjoying her cosmopolitan self without it occuring to her that is 

has much to do with the Ottoman past of Bosnia, contemporary Turkish missionary 

activities in the city, and the silenced but tangibly threatening contingency of having to 

move to Turkey one day if a “judgment day” comes again.  
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Interpretive Frameworks of the Participants—Mothers and Daughters 
 
A closer attention to the participants’ interpretive frameworks points to the 

significance of the “generic recognizability” (Irvine 1996:148) that shadows the 

specificities of the plot, characters, and event of Mazuranic’s original text the verse is 

quoted from. Their conscious reflection upon the utterance brings forth the plots, 

characters and verses of the other epic texts. In order to understand the specific ways in 

which this (mis)identification animates the verse and grasp the peculiar understanding 

this semantic transferring offers, we need to take a look at those other texts they refer to. 

Bearings of the generational differences and their related distinct emotional modalities of 

using those epic texts also provide us valuable insights about the interpretive frameworks 

of the participants.  

When I mentioned about her use of the verse, “I use it for its sarcasm,” she briefly 

replied leaving her relationship with the plot the verse indexes quite obscure. She seemed 

to be even surprised to be reminded that the verse was from Mazuranic’s text. Actually, 

bringing up the issue of their quoting the Serb/Yugoslav epic was itself the matter of 

surprise and nervousness. First, I was told quoting the epic was something just habitual, 

there was nothing special about it and soon reminded about the high aesthetic qualities of 

the poetry with a special emphasis on its lucid and beautiful lines.  I guess, nervousness 

was partly due to exposure of the possible focus of my ethnographic attention that was a 

matter of tension that we released by jokes most of the times; and partly due to the issue’s 

delicacy in terms of pointing at their convoluted relationship with the Yugoslav past 

which includes sharing the Serbian ethos of fighting the Ottoman occupation.  
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 Her nervousness concerning my questions about the content and 

provenance of the quotation has two major sources which are closely related with each 

other. The first is about any explicit attempt of mine, to inquire about their habits of still 

vibrant ex-Yugoslav selves, which points to Bosniaks’ cumbersome relationship with 

fulfilling the protocols of a nation-state or, the contemporary problem of decentralized 

state institutions and practices (hymn, constitution, administrative/political units, 

parliaments, flag, etc.).  The second is about the inquisition’s implicit 

suggestion/reminder about the cumbersome task of reordering the lifeworlds in 

accordance with the requirements of the new national taxonomy.  The origin of food, 

names, music, decoration, dressing, greeting, accent, history, goods, TV channels, etc. are 

all inscribed with their nationality. The nervousness would manifest itself in the form of 

defensive explanations, resentment for whatever or whoever caused the war, or self-

deprecating humorous remarks.  

Concerning the provenance of the verse—Smail-aga Cengic’s sarcastic remarks to 

the Orthodox peasants, not only she, the animator of the verse, but also the other 

participants of the conversations share the same obscurity. Apparently, the generic 

recognizability and the habitual use dominates the primary levels at which they consume 

the epic. However, neither the generic conventions nor habitual use exhaust their 

persistent attachment to the words of the epic. Although their quoting habits do not 

include explicit interpretations of the verses’ meaning and provenance at their concrete 

moments of use, they are all pretty aware of the main issues, characters and plot of the 

texts that give the historical specificity to the corpus of the literature. In other words, they 
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are informed enough to dwell on the emotional texture of the entire text and the main plot 

of the texts they think the verse belongs to while missing the specificities of the particular 

text the verse is quoted from.  

Two different epic dramas emerge as the primary references as mothers and 

daughters (mis)identify the source of the particular verse. Women of her generation, who 

are also using the verse as a proverb occasionally, evoke the plot and the characters of 

Njegos’s The Mountain Wreath as a primary text of reference, whereas, The Battle of 

Kosovo, the cinematographic version of the Kosovo cycle of epic poetry, is the primary 

text their daughters refer to. The generational difference in the way the epic is actively 

consumed is accompanied by the difference in the primary mediums the poetry is 

acquired. She and her sisters are firmly informed about The Mountain Wreath they 

learned from their Yugoslavian school curricula written under the sign of Serb centered 

Yugoslavism. Upon broaching the content of the text, they nervously told me that it was 

about the extermination of the Muslims of Montenegro in 19th century.  It is also the 

source of another widely circulating quotation they use: Nekase desi ono sto se nemoze 

nikad desiti (“Let there then, all that there cannot be”). These are the words of the 

Montenegrin prince bishop Danilo that declares his verdict to exterminate the Muslim 

converts in the region under his reign. They use it as a language of anger while 

addressing the intimate others in absentia and they quote it in a quite dramatic fashion.  

Concerning the daughters’ reference to The Battle of Kosovo, they tell me  

offhandedly that the film is about the invasion of the region by the Ottomans, fall of the 

Serb kingdom, Serb heroism and dedication to fight for freedom at the expense of their 
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individual lives and, the question of betrayers. The phrases they know by heart and quote 

occasionally in their daily conversations are from the confrontational dialogues between 

the Ottoman Sultan Murat and Serb hero Milos Obilic, and between Milos Obilic and 

Muslim converts. Sa ovom krvim ja crtam…..iz medu tebe I mene, Hamza! (With this 

blood, I draw a line between you and me, Hamza!), is the favorite quote they use 

ironically, mostly to execute a minor cuff among themselves, or to address and prevent 

teasingly a possible tension among themselves at the moment of its emergence. The 

emotional and performative modality of their quotations and the contexts in which they 

cite the text, however, is quite different from that of their mothers’ tone of anger and 

intimate dramas. They use the lines in ironic and sometimes ludic manner. Needless to 

add, she is the only one from both generations who swiftly switches between these two 

major emotional modalities of use.   

Although the mothers’ and daughters’ emotional modalities of consuming the epic 

are different, the verses and dialogues they quote converges around the dramatic 

moments of the confrontation between the Serbs and Muslims. Quotations they most 

frequently use in their daily conversations are the ones that enact the moments of burning 

bridges between the Serbs and Muslims. In other words, they draw on the illocutionary 

force of this poetic language, on the power of the verses to act out what they say at the 

moment of their utterance.  The part of the Serb/Yugoslav epic they use is about the 

drama of conversion, I argue, as much as about the heroic and sacrificial fight of the 

Serbs against the Ottoman occupation. Therefore, historically it refers to the times when 

the Slavic Muslims of the region were labeled with the derogatory term poturice (literally 
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means, Turkified). Poturice is one attachment point to a persistent and charged interest in 

enacting, rewording, and entextualizing the violent and primordial instances that are the 

provenance of the semantic shift between Muslims and Turks in Bosnia, the shift that 

expelled Bosniaks from Slavdom.  

 
The Cumbersome Question of Origins 
 
So far, I have explained and described some Bosniaks’ use of Serb epic poetry 

and drama at a habitual and aesthetic level with the historical conditions that motivate 

their attachment. At a thematic level I suggest that the attachment to the epic poetry 

points to the significance of the drama of conversion in Bosniaks’ cumbersome question 

of belonging. The literature on Bosniak identity underlines the difficulties of generating a 

national category out of a religious identity, the politically untranslatable aspects of the 

Ottoman millet system, Bosnia as a transitory space, fluid identities, the primacy of 

territorial attachments, and the significance of Bosnianness that suggest a modality of 

belonging that surpasses ethnic-cum-religious identities. All these explanatory modes are 

compelling; however, I think that the residual traces of psychic and moral implications of 

conversion are bracketed out too neatly in addressing the structural, political, and 

historical conditions that elucidate questions of Bosniak national belonging..  

The question of origins is one of the most widely circulating public issues in the 

country. During the war, Bosnian Muslims were forced to declare their “real” origin—

Croats or Serbs — and threatened to be expelled or exterminated. The Muslims of Bosnia 

then accepted the invitation to declare a nation — not that of Serb or Croat, but the one of 
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their own under the name of “Bosniak.” Since then, as part of an attempt to participate in 

the dominant grammar of nationhood, they persistently work to establish a “legitimate 

and continuous history” (Bringa 1995: 36), and they connect their version of Islam with 

heretical Christianity practiced in medieval Bosnia. It terms of drawing on the long durée  

in order to substantiate primordial claims to the country, their historical claim rhymes 

with that of Serbs’ and Croats’ of Bosnia. Nevertheless, the most urgent question and 

claim of Bosniaks embedded in this claim to history is that Bosnia should never be part of 

Serbia or Croatia.  

Every now and then a prominent historian or public intellectual explains where 

Bosniaks came from. The explanations they provide underline the Medieval Bosnian 

church and Bogumili sect that were neither Catholic nor Orthodox, and that it was 

convenient for those Bosnians to switch to Islam gradually since the pressure from both 

Christian churches was pressing. Their explanations underline consent, convenience, and 

gradual initiation that leave a space for an individual choice. Although these explanations 

have a wide purchase among Bosniaks who can repeat the congealed plot if and when 

needed, my work’s focus on daily life and sentiments point to the lack of emotional and 

mundane registers of these claimed origins. Furthermore, every single Bosniak with 

whom I talked refers to Anatolia as the origin of her or his ancestors, making it 

impossible to pin Bogumili or Bosnian church origins on the ground. Everybody claims 

to have some kinship charts proving her or his origin from somewhere in Anatolia, 

although the town is never specified and the charts are never accessible.  

Jokes and ironic accounts addressing the “real cause” of the war are one of the 
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mediums where Bosniaks reflect some of their thoughts and feelings that could not be 

expressed otherwise. One widely shared view that conveys in a half serious and half 

joking manner concerns Serbs’ Turkish origin. Accordingly, Serb women had to sleep 

with Ottoman Turks since they did not convert to Islam, and most of the Serbs who claim 

Slavic purity today are the progenies of this pairing. Therefore, the logic follows, Serbs 

are biologically contaminated by Turks, whereas by implication Bosniaks have kept their 

biological Slavdom intact by converting to Islam. The part of the story that suggests 

Bosniaks’ Slavic purity and the significance of their conversion is never communicated 

directly and is left to the interlocutor’s comprehension. This ironically conveyed scenario 

has a wide purchase among Bosniak intimate publics, but is never written about, nor has 

it become a matter of serious claim. The scenario is interesting not only for claiming true 

Slavdom, but also for revealing the cumbersome dimensions of relationships with the 

Ottoman Turks. In this account, Serbs and Turks share the same valence of trouble vis-à-

vis Bosniaks. The story deftly reverses all the claims and insults about their origin, 

casting the charge of conversion onto Serbs while saving the Slavdom of Bosniaks intact.  

In contrast, Bosnian Serbs’ claims to Slavic purity have been cast in scientific 

terms. Velikonja (2003) mentions a striking interview that Biljana Plavsic, a prominent 

Bosnian Serb politician, biology professor, and a former dean at Sarajevo University, 

gave to one of the prominent newspapers, Borba, in 1993. Plavsic declared that the 

Bosnian Serbs were not only ethnically and racially superior to Muslims, but to Serbs 

from Serbia proper because they developed specific skills and defense mechanisms 

throughout the course of their evolution. In her account, the species that are prone to 
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threat develop higher levels of adaptation and survival. A few months later, as Velikonja 

points, Plavsic also claimed in another interview that the genetically damaged Serb 

material passed over to Islam since Muslims were actually descendant of Serbs. While 

Plavsic’s explanations are certainly as interesting as Bosniaks’ account of reversals, they 

are not much different from widely circulating internet stories about Bosniaks descent 

from Serbs. These ultranationalistic websites consistently draw on the question of origins 

as a ground for their hate speech.  

Within the frame of all this charged public interest on the issue of origins, to find 

out particular ways in which Bosniaks address and engage with conversion and origin is a 

cumbersome research agenda; not much different than what I have undertaken in my 

“microhistory of a single utterance” (Hanks 1996:169). Finding out the provenance (of 

the epic verses) is an effort on mercurial grounds (delineated by generic recognizability, 

different access to the texts, age differences, and common misunderstandings).  Needless 

to say, I think it is worth pursuing, and everyday life is the most competent ground to 

qualify for fertile murkiness. Nevertheless, for the rest of this work, I will put aside the 

tempting agenda of tracking the thematic aspect of some Bosniaks’ attachment to the epic 

verses, dramas, and related genres, but continue with the aesthetic, sentimental and 

corporeal aspects of their daily lives and engagements with cultural forms that provide us 

with rich insights into the textured nature of Bosniak belonging.  
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SECTION II: EVERYDAY LIFE STORIES 

 
In this section I ethnographically develop the notion of “cutting” as an analytical 

and narrative tool to trace the inherent strangeness of the mundane life of Bosniaks and 

analyze the encounters among multiple fields of experience with which everyday life is 

inundated. “Cutting” is an extension of the Intermeco tenor of my ethnographic attention, 

foregrounding everyday life as a vibrant zone of surprising juxtapositions among people, 

objects, languages, and built environments. “Cutting” enables me to attend to the 

“instances” (Lefebvre 2004) and “scenes” (Crapanzano 2006) wherein words, bodies, and 

immediate surroundings are juxtaposed to convey affective intensities. Inspired by 

Lefebvre’s emphasis on “the instant” (as opposed to the Bergsonian notion of durée), I 

trace and detail those charged moments as “lived time” that do not necessarily articulate 

with the teleological progression of historical time. Crapanzano’s notion of “scenes” 

motivated me to focus on how feelings, emotions and moods challenge the limits of 

social constructivist approaches towards exploring the potentialities of the mundane in its 

own eventfulness. I am particularly informed by Roland Barthes’ notion of “third 

meaning” (or obtuse meaning) in detailing certain moments and scenes in daily life 

(1985). According to Barthes, “third meaning” is an “excess” meaning that extends 

“beyond culture, knowledge, information” (p.44), a form of meaning which cannot be 

exhausted by the first and the second orders of meaning — the obvious and the symbolic, 

respectively. It has “a theatrical individuality” (p.43) of its own. Hence I trace those 
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“excess” instances and scenes that do not easily fit into the obvious and symbolic orders 

of meaning and go beyond systemic grammars of politics, national taxonomies, and 

representational regimes.  

My ethnographic attention to the residual sensibilities of the past in the lived 

present is also informed by Benjamin’s notion of “the flash,” which constitutes the most 

significant attribute of his philosophy of history. According to Benjamin, “the past can be 

seized only as an image which flashes up at an instant when it can be recognized and is 

never seen again” (1969:255). The flashes that I describe destabilize the recognizable 

boundaries between self and other, pain and joy, rejection and embracement, while 

intervening with the linear conception of history. Therefore, laughter, irony, drifting 

sounds, a persistent gaze, and the thing-like quality of words constitute the significant 

objects of my attention. I explore the interpretive purchase of attending to emotional, 

habitual, sensory, and aesthetic aspects of modes of attachments to cultural forms that 

layer the usual definitions of belonging. It is a work on mundane instances of attachment 

and detachment that dramatizes the irrevocable collapse of Yugoslavia, the gradual and 

drastic severing of ties with the Serb others, and the urge generate a Bosniak identity, be 

it religious and be it national. 

Throughout this work “she” will be a central figure of domestic interiority, telling 

and showing us how on a daily basis Bosniaks use mundane practices such as watching 

films or TV, singing, laughing, repairing, cooking, shopping, paying a visit, and the like 

to maneuver among challenges, anxieties, and expectations during and after the war. 

Through such instances I will detail how memory and traces of the war emerge in daily 
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life both as things to come to terms with and as breaches that open a space for imagining 

new things. Negotiations with the past occur in registers such as the body, new 

vocabularies, habits, and cultural forms of attachment and detachment. Looking closer at 

the reception and circulation of these registers, I try to capture the relationships between 

people and social and political imaginaries, as well as those intense scenes and instances 

that cut through the ordinary whose significance cannot be easily contained in 

representational logic. Below is an attempt to descriptively juxtapose the relationships 

among people, cultural forms, and experiences with the destabilizing force of an event in 

the form of laughter, voice, a charged interest in objects, or in words that have recently 

gained aura.   



Chapter 4: Watching, Singing and Smoking 
 
 Memories of the war often surface in the daily flow of things or conversations as 

congealed anecdotes. Sometimes they tell or retell something or make a point. Other 

times, they are left unattended, without any comment. But they bear traces of repetition. 

Regardless of the time, purpose, and context of their emergence, these episodic memories 

intervene into the thematic and emotional texture of the mundane scene. Nobody knows 

how, when, or why they emerge. There is no tangible cue. Watching a film at home might 

bring back the war in unpredictable yet persistent ways, as images, scenes, and stories of 

the war cut across daily life, then and now.  

 In “watching,” I continue my explorations of the analytical and interpretive 

purchases of including the material environment and other activities that are simultaneous 

with the experience of watching TV. Particularly in my description of watching Battle of 

Kosovo, I draw on Nancy’s elaboration of the self and exposure to exteriority in order to 

open an analytical space to understand the corporeal, habitual, and aesthetic engagements 

with a cultural form. Motivated by an urge to open a venue to explore beyond the 

offerings of “appropriation” that brackets the sensory, material, and habitual aspects of 

relating one’s self with a cultural form, Nancy’s notion of “effective exteriorities” 

(1997:55) enables me to think of the watching as an experience external to both the 

spectators and the film. The living room, chats, corporeal engagements, and habitual 

attentions all tell a related yet different story that can be captured neither by the film nor 

by the conscious reflections of the spectators.                

***** 
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She enjoys watching films, especially those she has already watched and feels 

attached to. She watches again and again. She has an archive of films she herself has 

recorded from the TV. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, the Last of the Mohicans, Boj na Kosovu 

(The Battle of Kosovo), The English Patient, The Outlaw Josey Wales, As Good as It 

Gets, Kino Paradiso are some of the films I have watched with her. She and her 

daughters have memorized dialogue from those films. If she is in good mood and I feel 

bad, she would tease me à la Eastwood from The Outlaw Josey Wales, “Take it easy 

man!” One of her favorite is to mimic the obsessive compulsive character that Jack 

Nicholson plays as Melvin Udall in “As Good as it Gets,” the way Melvin walks on floor 

tiles and makes awkward body movements in order not to touch the lines between the 

tiles. That secret joy of one’s own pathology is what she enjoys the most. In moments of 

joy, she or the daughters would repeat the famous catchword from the same film, offering 

unexpected kindness to each other. For example, if Samira offers to feed the cat when it 

is Sanela‘s turn, or when Sanela does the ironing for her sister that weekend, it is exactly 

the moment to say à la Nicholson, “You make me wanna be a better man.” 

She recorded some of these films during the siege. I mean during those rare 

luminous days when they had electricity. The technology is old (video recorder), but she 

diligently keeps it and her videocassettes in good shape. I think those cassettes are the 

only thing she can find in a snap, always in their place. Those and the notebook in which 

she writes dialogues from films, TV programs, and phrases from the books she reads. The 

films recorded during the siege do not start with the credits. There are no titles and no 

establishing scenes. She explains half apologetically, “I used to keep the cassette ready 
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for recording but I always had difficulty as I still do in finding the right buttons fast 

enough to record from the very beginning.” She smiles with a sparkling in her eyes, a 

winking, showing how good she is with her incompetence, how she enjoys her 

“symptoms.” Her symptoms are many: She knows how to cook everything and enjoys 

cooking, but does not feel like doing it every day. She knows how to find a good 

repairman, but does not want to do so if it is urgent or if she is asked to. She knows how 

to dress up well. but does not want to do so when it is the most necessary or expected 

from her. She knows how to be kind and thoughtful with needy relatives, but does not 

want to do so unless she enjoys doing it. Let me try to make sense of her winking for the 

time being, I mean, for the time to watch, sing, and play with her across this text: “You 

make me wanna be a better man. I wanna but not the way you wanna.”  

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is one of her favorites. She says, “Each time I watch it, I 

realize something else that I missed before and I am learning a lot.” The cassette is on 

and we lie down with our blankets on the sofas. Maggie the cat (Elizabeth Taylor) and 

her alcoholic melancholic husband Brick (Paul Newman), who cannot forget his glorious 

days as a successful athlete and who mourns for the loss of his best friend, are in a lover’s 

quarrel over attending Brick’s father’s 65th birthday. But there is some problem with the 

cassette. It stops. “Shit,” she informs me, “no worries, it will be alright in a minute.” The 

screen gets sandy for a moment. If she does not fast forward, news from the siege appear 

on the screen. The speaker of TVSA (TV-Sarajevo), who read the evening news during 

the siege, intervenes into the quarrel, interrupting our watching. Unlike the recorded 

films, the news broadcast only has a beginning, and not much of the rest. It is like a 
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supplementary establishing scene with a delayed order, or several opening sentences. We 

see only the headlines of the news and some related images. Remember, she was and is 

not good with the buttons.  

The news is about the latest Chetnik’s attacks: 
cetnici su danas u Sarajevu poceli jos jedan masakr. Od jedne granate koji su 
cetnici spalili na ulazu u gradsku trznicu ubijeno je 35 osoba. Tesko je ranjeno… 
(Chetniks have started another massacre today. Thirty-five people have died 
because of a single grenade the Chetniks have blown at the entrance of the city 
hall. Number of badly injured sum up to…) 
 
The remote control is never where it should be. It is either on the far edge of the 

coffee table, or somewhere behind the cushions of her sofa. She has to get up or ask one 

of us. Everything changes for a minute. We are displaced. We are all afoot trying to find 

the goddamn remote control. She gets angry with Sanela for “stealing it” from her and 

then forgetting where she put it. Or, if she has the remote in hand, she anxiously waits for 

the exact moment when the war news splutters to fast forward. Once we were fully into 

the agony of the English Patient and Clinton’s face flashed on TV as he walked on 

Ferhadija, one of the main “Pedestrians only!” streets of the city. He was surrounded by a 

sympathetic and cheerful crowd. She fast forwarded fast enough so as not to lose our 

empathic attachment to the suffering of Count Almásy (The English Patient). Juliette 

Binoche’s beautiful and calm face was gently assisting his death (preparing the painkiller 

shot as he was telling her stories from the past). In the meantime, the camera was looking 

at her from the eyes of her Sikh lover working in the garden. And we watched her 

throwing him an affectionate look from behind the window. “It takes a Binoche face to be 

able to watch so tenderly, listen affectionately, and help one die smoothly, or should we 
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say, die slowly?” I remember contemplating that famous face as she cut the scene again, 

pausing without any warning (“No, shit!”), and without an interruption by war news. She 

sat up on the sofa and declared with her eyes focused on an undisclosed recipient that 

must be somewhere in my direction but far behind me, “My pain is comparable only to 

that of the English Patient! Count Almacy.” Silence followed. “What about a coffee, 

Halida?” she asked gaily.  

Binoche was not the only benevolent face I happened to see on the badly recorded 

films on her TV screen. Neither was Clinton the only political celebrity that flashed on 

and off in her best of wartime video selections, despite being the most “important” one. I 

also remember seeing Mr. and Ms. Mitterrand’s faces for a few seconds, waving 

sympathetically to the enthusiastic crowd surrounding them on Ferhadija. Only later I 

understood the reason why it was always the faces of famous politicians that interrupted 

the films we watched. Apparently, on the days when such political celebrities visited the 

city, grenade bombers and snipers were off-duty and there was electricity. Such days 

caused a breach in the violent order of the mundane so that city residents could walk 

freely on the streets, greet the visitors they know and like, record the films they enjoy 

watching again and again, visit a family member or friend residing at the far edge of the 

town, get some wood for heating, go to the radio station to connect with people outside, 

even have a photo in front of the new ruins of the city. What to say? Uninvited visitors as 

they were, once they were in the city, people could not help getting best out of 

themselves.  

To return to the quarrel between Maggie and Brick, after saying “shit” she first 
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paused and then fast-forwarded to get rid of the sandy screen and flash of war news. We 

were back on our seats. Maggie is apparently getting a hope from the violent tone of the 

seemingly mundane husband-wife quarrel (Brick has not shown any sexual interest in 

Maggie for a long time). Hoping that the quarrel might be a sign of care, love, or passion, 

Maggie attempts to approach Brick. The dialogue goes like this: 

Brick: Don’t make a fool of yourself, you Maggie! 
Maggie: I don’t mind making fool of myself over you. 
Brick: Well, I mind. I feel embarrassed for you. 
Maggie: But I cannot live on this way! 
Brick: But you agreed, you accepted that condition. 
Maggie: O.K. I know, I did but I cannot, O.K.?  
Brick: Let go Maggie….let go Maggie! (He goes to the bathroom stumbling on his 
crutches and Maggie remains alone and miserable once more. We watch him tenderly 
touching the shower curtains. All the affection he refrained from her is projected on to the 
curtains for some time for us to see.)  
 
It is impossible to tell exactly what kind of feeling or thoughts the juxtaposition of 

the siege scenes with those of films evoke; perhaps the persistent attachments to those 

films suggest attachments to the siege scenes as well, or even an attachment to their 

intervention in itself. Habits are resistant to conscious reflection, but they constitute much 

of the mundane life. In the next part, I focus on other forms of interruptions to the 

watching experience and their relation to siege memories.  

 
Watching Interrupted  

 

Coping with loss is a cumbersome task. Mourning often gets extended to objects 

whose grief is more manageable -- a disappeared cat, for example. Things related to a 

“once upon a time in a beautiful country” or the features of a still possible perfect life 

move on the slippery grounds between things of ex-Yugoslavia and things that possibly 
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came from Istanbul. “From Istanbul” is the signature of the new aura whose touch adds 

glamour and beauty to whatever it is related. 

 Scattered over the landscape of the mundane, memories of the war and the siege 

are not without their own excess. Her siege memories are tangled with her tense 

encounters with her in-laws. I remember her telling us over rare and precious phone calls 

about her mother-in-law in the midst of the siege. A gesture of normalcy, one may 

speculate. But, it can be also considered as one of the countless ways in which the war 

intervened severely into the relationships among family members, friends, and neighbors. 

Differential access to scarce material and emotional resources amidst the destruction of 

the war caused deep cleavages among those who had once been intimate.  

 Many things in Sarajevo are remembered as they were during the siege; in their 

destroyed form or lack. Everybody who survived the siege carries with his or her own 

existence the possibility of having vanished at the single stroke of a mortar or a sniper’s 

bullet. Yet, those who survived do not think of themselves as “heroes.” There is no single 

heroic account of the recent war that has a public purchase among Bosniaks. The most 

popular motto is “It was not my war!” This loss has not consigned itself to a 

transcendental cause (yet), especially so for the secular Muslims of Bosnia.  

The inability to know exactly how, when, and where the war started reveals that 

incommensurable gap between daily struggles for survival and possible transcendental 

frames for the loss and its aftermath. Were they fighting for Bosnia, Sarajevo, or Muslims 

of the country? All, some, or none? Defending one’s family, household, neighborhood, or 

the city emerged as the consistent explanatory frame referenced by ordinary people who 
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had fought during the siege. “Dosli su nam do avlije!”(They came so close even as to our 

courtyards) is a common expression to communicate the most immediate and significant 

fault line of self-defense. Veterans referenced Sarajevo as the broadest spatial frame to be 

defended, at the expense of Bosnia. Some even call it “Republika of Sarajevo,” alluding 

to the initials of RS—Republic of Serbia, one of the constituencies of Bosnia-

Herzegovina.  

  Now Sarajevo and the world outside the room and the films are only allowed to 

break in as necessary, cutting into the scene with little touches of loss. We need to open 

the door and windows, pull the curtains, get to the kitchen or restroom, find something 

more comfortable or warm to wear, hang out with Tetak (the Bosnian term for uncle-in-

law) downstairs for a few minutes, join him watching a Friday night concert live on a 

Turkish TV channel, and the like. The curtains of the room are opened only to let in the 

cats Cocki or Turna Mata (whose actual name reads Crna Maca and sounds like “tsrna 

matsa,” which they pronounce in a stuttered fashion), or to get rid of the heavy smoke by 

airing out the room for awhile, until it gets cold. These are dangerous moments for her to 

remember two things she misses badly and one thing that she does not miss at all: a 

curtain, a cat, and her mother-in-law.  

She had almost bought the curtain in Istanbul during her first visit after the war. “I 

was not that sure,” she says. But she could never forget it. That curtain became the most 

beautiful and delicate one she imagines she should have bought for this room. She keeps 

complaining that nobody can find it anymore, not even relatives who live in Istanbul. She 

cannot locate the curtain of her dreams that appeared to her only once.   
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The cat is Sigourney Weaver. She simply disappeared one day. “She was so 

beautiful, that’s why we named her after Sigourney Weaver (that unforgettable “Alien”),” 

she proudly explains each time she talks about the cat to someone who has not heard the 

story. Proud of having a taste and connoisseurship for films and beauty, I guess.  Perhaps 

even proud of her cat leaving home. “She left the house one day, just disappeared. 

Nobody has ever seen her since then” she says. “She was so beautiful,” she never forgets 

to add. It never occurs to her that the cat might have had an accident, gotten hit by a car, 

or something else. Beauty must be deathless. At least she will always be alive in the 

home from which disappeared, the home she left behind. And for her, Sigourney will 

always be the most beautiful cat on the planet, and not only in that upstairs room on top 

of the hill behind Bascarsija. Maybe she has a point. Sarajevo is such a small town that  

even a cat cannot find a place to vanish or die silently. Let alone such a beautiful one. 

Somebody would have seen her, dead or alive. She must think  the cat is alive, stolen by 

someone, given a new name. Now she is another cat.  

The third loss is that of her mother-in-law, suspiciously mourned. For years, I 

remember, she could close the curtains during the day. It was an unwritten rule between 

the two houses facing each other, her house and that of her mother-in-law, a perfect 

harmony between a hegemonic matriarch and a complying daughter-in-law. Her mother-

in-law lived with three of her sons and their wives and children in the bigger house next 

to her duplex house. In the first years of her marriage, she could not pull down the 

curtains because her mother-in-law complained of not being able to see in. I visited her 

for a couple of hours three months after the Dayton Peace Agreement had been signed in 
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December 1995. Entrance to and exit from the city were relatively easier. I did not have 

much time to stay, since I was on duty assisting a Turkish medical team. For most of the 

visit, she complained about her mother-in-law. But this time it was not about the curtains. 

In fact, the curtains were no longer an issue, because during the siege the windows were 

covered with sandbags all around 

 On such visits, coffee and cigarette breaks happen often and with much delight. 

“Puš-pauza!” (smoking break), as they say. Bosnian coffee is a little bit strong for the 

evening, but she and I prefer that. But still, she asks me which coffee I prefer each time. 

It is a small ritual of intimacy, a “you and I” moment between us. In this ritual her role is 

to ask the same question for the same and known answer. And my role is to give the same 

answer each time as if I am asked for the first time and I may have another answer. If she 

is in a good mood, her question also includes a fake alternative, “koju kafu hočeš, 

Bosnasku ili kantonalnu?” (Which coffee would you drink, Bosnian or cantonal56?). The 

daughters usually have Nestle 3 in 1, which is their favorite. However, there is never 

enough coffee for them. Someone has to go to the corner shop to get some. They never 

shop wholesale unlike the rest of the families of their class and neighborhood. A different 

regime of domesticity rules their house with its own rhythm, logic, and queer moments. 

Every time, they joke and complain about how expensive things are at the corner store, 

kod Galiba (at Galib’s). Apparently, they compare it with the supermarkets mushrooming 

all over the city (mostly Slovenian or Croatian ventures).  

156

                                                 
56 Here she is referring to the ten administrative units of the Muslim-Croat Federation. The joke is in the 
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  There is always some food on the coffee table between the two sofas facing the 

TV. A cookie, a chocolate bar, some juice, as well. Or, if Tetak has left any, we have 

some krempita (cream cake), which is generally my contribution to our get togethers. We 

constantly smoke and talk about quitting at the same time. She does not join the talk on 

the quitting part, however. She seems very comfortable with her addictions, bad habits, 

and the time she spends smoking. The girls ritually declare that they have smoked “only a 

few” cigarettes throughout the day, an excuse begin chain-smoking all night. My elder 

cousin Sanela has periodic and failed attempts to quit; fifteen days to a month. I regularly 

smoke Drina superlight.57 It is my allegiance to or nostalgia for the local, while the 

“superlight” part makes me feel better when I smoke excessively. The girls smoke 

Osmica (Cigarette 8), a new product from the same factory. In 2006, its ads were 

everywhere on the city’s billboards, with popular, eye-catching photographs. Of course, 

none of these photos showed cigarettes or people smoking. Since the concept was “8,” 

photos of different round objects facing each other were used to show the daily material 

existence of “8” as an image - two eggs, two white porcelain plates, two saltshakers, etc.-  

as if smoking were part of a fancy bourgeois table and its manners. If not Osmica-8, the 

girls smoke Ronhill, a Croatian brand. It is only she who does not smoke local or 

regional. Depending on the situation, the terms local and regional can be interchangeable 

or mutually exclusive. For instance, Serbian cheese or Croatian cigarettes on the table can 
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both be considered “local” – domace as they call it – whereas, a music piece, art, or a 

sports event that covers ex-Yu republics becomes “regional”—regijonalna.  

  Regional, local, or American, there are never enough cigarettes on the coffee 

table. One last pack constantly circulates. The availability of cigarettes relies on each 

other’s budget and mercy and, of course, on the corner-store owner Galip’s greed to make 

some koji dinar (some Dinar58). The girls tease him for closing the store only after the 

last daily namaz prayer (Muslim ritual of worship), only after the neighborhood goes to 

sleep.  

  Hajde da zapali mo! (Let’s light up a cigarette!) is the catch phrase. Although we 

do smoke anytime and almost constantly, these words suggest much more. Temptation 

swings on the letter “p” in zapali, which is pronounced doubly instead of its 

grammatically correct version with a single “p.” We happily accept the invitation and 

share momentary but serial lapses of reason and time. 

  She smokes Marlboro lights, but the cheap ones that she buys from the zelena 

pijaca (“the green market”), an open-market of fresh vegetables and fruits located in 

downtown Titova Street, where the first tramways of Europe are still running. But it was 

not her Marlboro lights that engraved zelena pijaca in my mind and the minds of many 

others. It was a mortar attack that was covered as “the market massacre” in the news 

aired all over the world. In a rush hour in February 1994, a Chetnik mortar shell landed in 

the market. The day before, we hear from her later, she was at the market around the 

same time it was attacked. It was the same market in front of which she had given an 
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interview to a Canadian TV channel at the beginning of the siege in 1992. That interview 

must be one of the thousands of its kind and she was just one of the Bosnians who had 

their five-minutes in front of the global media.  

  As it is often suggested, the world is going global, flattened with the help of the 

compression of time and space. And some are at the other edge of this compression. The 

day she was interviewed, my elder aunt watched her on TV in Toronto while her husband 

was recording the interview (apparently he was more organized with the buttons). They 

sent the cassette to us in Istanbul. In the note they attached, my elder aunt did not hide her 

proud and positive surprise at her sister’s fluency in English, her eloquent style and 

comfort in front of the camera.  

   “What did that Canadian journalist ask?” I asked her in one of our conversations. 

“What would they ask?” she sighed, “Whether I was planning to leave the country, 

whether I was scared, and how we survived.” “What did you say?” I asked further. She 

got completely sarcastic: “That I was not planning to leave the country, that I was scared 

for sure and that we were living on Humanitarian Aid as did the rest of the people in the 

city.” It must have been right after she had got a letter of invitation from her elder sister 

in Canada and right after changing her mind about coming to live with us in Turkey.  

  She and Tetak told me several times about that moment of decision, about how 

she changed her mind and stayed in Bosnia. She had worked very hard to arrange papers 

to leave Bosnia for Istanbul. She had already prepared the luggage for herself and the 

girls (they were 12 and 15 then). The luggage was in the kitchen and they were having 

their last supper in Bosnia. Tetak appeared at the door and looked at her directly in the 
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eyes:  “So, that means you are leaving.” At that very moment, she decided to stay no 

matter what it would cost. She told me, “Luckily, we all stayed alive but anything could 

have happened. It didn’t, but it could have. There was a guy I knew very well from high 

school.  He did not step out of his house for two years and one day he got out, and boom! 

A grenade hit him right in front of his house. There you go. Nobody knows.”  

 Bogami ja komunista!: Ado and the Pioneers 
 
In this part, I describe the particular way in which memories of “being a 

Communist” pop up in daily conversations and activities, thereby exploring the 

possibilities of thinking of attachments to and detachments from a political agenda in its 

mundane forms. Yugoslavia’s socialist past was never communicated as an economic or 

political system in its totality to me. Rather, people talk about how they marched as 

pioneers for Tito, how some party members got better promotions, how it did not bring 

much to Bosnia but being the primary producer of army boots, how the party members 

extended their power to their ethnic allies, how Serbs used communist rhetoric and 

“brotherhood and unity” to pursue their own goals, etc. Their complaints about 

contemporary Bosnia that might sound like a complaint about the liberal agenda of the 

country today get blurred with their still continuing shock at the drastic difference of the 

country “before and after the war.” Therefore, their expectations from a “normal” life, 

such as free education, health services, mobility, job security, and other social services 

that are definitely conditioned by their previous socialist pedagogies, are mostly framed 

as consequences of the war and collapse of the former Yugoslavia as a strong state, but 

not necessarily as socialism’s fall.  
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Today most Muslims of Bosnia recall their communist past with irony. Daily talk 

points to members of the community or family who used communist rhetoric or the party 

for upward social and political mobility. Nevertheless, not being a member of the 

communist party is a matter of self-pride for many. Being a partisan, however, has a 

completely different moral and emotional valence. Today even the most adamant 

Muslims mention a partisan member of their family with tangible pride in their voice. As 

most of the Bosniaks I mention are over their thirties, all were once “Tito’s pioneers.” It 

is a mélange of irony and nostalgia that marks the dominant emotive modality of sensory 

recollections of being a pioneer. 

If she is in good mood, we (the girls and I) ask her to imitate Ađo (read Ajo, 

shortened form of “amiđa”, which means uncle). Or, she herself alludes to his famous 

phrase, Bogomi ja komunista! (Upon my conscience, I am a Communist). This has 

become a catchword among the family for smoking addiction or other improper behavior, 

let alone having a strong attachment to the country’s communist past. It is a peculiar 

generic phrase among Muslims, particularly used in situations of opportunism or 

conformism. In the mouths of my family, the phrase evoked a mélange of irony and 

nostalgia while revealing some aspects of Bosniaks’ thorny relationship with communism 

and conversion to Islam 

Ado is her paternal aunt’s (my grand aunt) brother-in-law. They used to live in 

Nova Varos, one of the Muslim towns located in Serbia. Ado and his brother were 

identical twins. Ado was still a bachelor when he died. They all lived in the same house. 

My grand aunt never addressed her husband (Ado’s twin) directly by his name or title 
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(something common for her age and background). However, the twist was in the plurality 

of the term of address. Instead of saying his name or “my husband,” she would say “my 

people/men.” Such an address had a capacity to imply a de facto conjugal relationship 

with humor and irony as in the expression, Moram ici kuci, ljudi me ceka ju (I need to go 

home, my people/men must be waiting for me). This became another famous formulaic 

phrase, especially among the female members of the family. My mother, for example, 

still uses it when she is tempted to extend her leisure time outside home. Apparently, Ado 

was sort of a parodic double of his twin brother, a source of fun and amusement for the 

family. My mother tells how frequently he used to visit them in Sarajevo. He would just 

disappear one day without telling anybody at home and show up at his uncle-in-law’s 

door, “Hello!” And the only motive he would declare would be, “My ass needed some 

travel.”  

About Ado’s smoking à la being a communist… It was one of the Ramadan days 

back in the late 1940s. Ado and his family were land-owners in Nova Varos since the 

Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian times. They were one of the few Muslim families who 

did not lose their land during the first Yugoslavia. But the second and the socialist one 

was decisive. Their property was confiscated and they had to work on their land just like 

other peasants, who once were their workers. At the time, joining the Communist party 

was almost a necessity for upward political and social mobility, especially for the 

younger generation. Both his niece and her husband became official members of the party 

and enjoyed significant opportunities that would not have been possible otherwise. 

Besides, the public was organized according to the new secular codes of the communist 
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regime of Yugoslavia. Accordingly, although not banished, many Muslim rituals like 

fasting during Ramadan were kept “in private” in the intimate zones of neighborhood, 

family, community. One day during Ramadan our gay bachelor uncle Ado badly needed 

a smoke in the midst of the corn-field where he was working with other workers. He bent 

down and lit one up. It did not take long for the workers to locate the source of smoke. 

They caught him in the midst of his ecstatic pleasure. “Eh, Ado, what kind of a Muslim 

you are! Aren’t you supposed to fast?” His answer was brief, “Upon my conscience, I am 

a Communist!”  

Sometimes a particular moment, scene, or dialogue in a movie inspired us to 

recall the Communist past. Watching the famous Croatian film Tito i Ja59 (Tito and I), 

Samira  pauses the tape to remember her pioneer60 days from the school and sings me a 

song from those days, like Ide Tito Preko Romanije61 (Tito goes through Romanije). The 

march is full of staccatos. I-de-ti-to-prek-ko-rommaa-niii-je! The rigorous endings of the 

syllables are her favorite moments. She swings the upper part of her body like a 

metronome as she emphasizes the cuts between the notes and syllables. She is marching 

through Romanija mountains, following Tito. We feel like it is the Second World War 
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and we are partisans. We fight along with Serbs and Croats who joined the partisans apart 

from their nationalist movements. We are partisans first, and then Muslims, if need be. 

And then she smoothly switches to recite the text of Yugoslav Pioneer pledge (pionirska 

zakletva) almost breathless:  

Danas, kada postajem pionir,                                     
dajem časnu pionirsku riječ  
da ću marljivo učiti i raditi,  
poštovati roditelje i starije,  
i biti vjeran i iskren drug,  
koji drži datu riječ 
Da ću voljeti/voleti našu domovinu, samoupravnu SFRJ,  
da ću razvijati bratstvo i jedinstvo  
i ideje za koje se borio drug Tito.  
Da ću cjeniti/ceniti sve ljude svijeta/sveta koji žele slobodu i mir!  
 
[Today, as I become a Pioneer,  
I give my Pioneer's word of honor  
That I will study and work tirelessly,  
respect parents and my seniors,  
and be a loyal and honest comrade.  
That I shall love our homeland, self-managed  
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia  
That I shall spread brotherhood and unity  
and the principles for which comrade Tito fought.  
And that I shall value all peoples of the world who respect freedom and peace!] 
  
 Yugoslav and especially partisan sensibilities are embodied in daily 

conversations. Such sensibilities are often referred to as “Yugo-nostalgia,” a newly 

coined term of critique that has become popular especially among the frustrated secular 

publics of Bosnia today. However, although the instances and scenes I describe have 

nostalgic imports, their frames of reference and possibilities cannot be reduced to a 

desperate and romantic longing for the past as the discourse of Yugo-nostalgia partly 

suggests.   
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Islamization of Bosnia and Singing Ilahije 
 

Experimenting with, cultivating, and ruminating on new Islamic sensibilities, 

etiquettes and codes, sustaining the ethos of the multicultural, multi-confessional and 

socialist ex-Yugoslavia as well as Bosnia, actively silencing the morally charged 

constitutive drama of conversion to Islam, and incorporating the momentary interventions 

of memories of the war into the daily flow of things might lead parallel lives of their own 

in the same intimate public. Attending to daily life provides an opportunity to reflect on 

such incommensurable practices, discourses and imaginaries from the perspective of 

totality and without subjecting them to highly specialized regimes of knowledge 

production (Lefebvre 2004).  

 Bosniaks engage themselves with Islam not necessarily as part of a conscious or 

deliberate political agenda or a strict practice of belief. The increasing public circulations 

of religious song, the Islamic paraphernalia and kitsch that find their ways from street 

vendors’ benches to interior decorations, as well as the increasing presence of Muslims 

from the Near and Middle Eastern countries cultivate Islamic sensibilities before they 

find their expression in regimes of representation. The discourse on the peculiarities of 

Bosnian Islam with an emphasis on European-ness makes itself tangible in daily 

encounters with other members of the larger Islamic community. “Other” Muslims bring 

in their own forms and styles of piety (veiling, dressing, worship, chanting), donations 

and investments (mosques, schools, banks, educational centers), or radically different 

approaches to basic principles of Islam and a readiness to die for Bosnia (as in the case of 

the Wahhabis—a Sunni Islamic sect from Saudi Arabia, based on the teachings of 

165

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sunni_Islam
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic


Muhammad ibn Abd-al-Wahhab, a theologian from 18th century).   

 Most Bosniaks, especially the seculars, are anxious about the growing 

International Muslim community’s presence in the country. This anxiety vis-à-vis foreign 

Islamic influence is profoundly manifested in their ambivalent relationship with the 

Wahhabis. Their ambivalence is not about which Islamic texts, teachings, philosophies, 

or political and institutional frames would serve Bosniaks’ interests best and fit their 

traditions aptly. Rather, it is a matter of contact and encounter on a daily basis. For 

instance, for Bosnian Muslims, the Wahhabis are not just “conspicuous, lunatic, and 

dangerous fundamentalists” who spread their version of Islam with coercive techniques 

such as preaching in public about the proper way of being a good Muslim, or raiding a 

mosque in protest of local religious rituals that they deem to be paganistic (as they did in 

June 2010, during the yearly Muslim pilgrimage of Ajvaz Dedo62), or indoctrinating 

jobless and hopeless Bosniak youth in return for pocket money. Wahhabis are also 

postmen, taxi-drivers, carpet cleaners, and husbands of distant cousins that one 

encounters every now and then. Every single Bosniak who survived the war knows deep 

down that if and when the “day of judgment” comes, which for many could be any 

moment, they might need everybody around, and especially the Wahhabis. They are 

anxious over not having a rezervna drzava (protector state) like the Serb and Croat 

constituencies of the Federation. And when what is at stake is the possibility of a new 

war, the security and protection the Western international community might provide does 

not even come into consideration; they squandered their credibility in Bosniaks’ eyes 
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long before, during the seige. In such a context, the lethal sentiment of insecurity throws 

its cast on everything; they cannot do either with or without the Wahhabis.  

 The distinction between being a Muslim by culture (knowing manners, codes, and 

some rules and practicing them if and when needed) and being a believer in the sense of 

organizing one’s life according to the religion is a porous one in Bosnia. The war made 

this distinction even more porous. Many self-claimed secular Muslims of today’s Bosnia 

were attendants of religious communities forged around the local hodzas (muslim 

preachers) in their neighborhood during the siege. Some mention timidly, ironically, or 

regretfully how they used to pray five times a day and read Koran and other religious 

texts during the siege in order to calm their anxiety. Cultivation of Islamic sensibilities is 

not limited to the confines of the city, however. Refugee experiences also add to a 

gradual attunement to Islam in Bosnia. When refugees returned after the war, they 

brought back with them the habits, tastes, connections, and resources they had acquired 

from the Islamic communities in the countries they had taken shelter such as Germany, 

Netherland, Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. Thus, Islamization of Bosnia is a matter of 

complex traffic among a broad range of on-the-ground experiences, encounters, and 

modalities of engagement. 

 Below I describe a moment of both joyful and painful engagement with a Bosnian 

adaptation of a Turkish chant. My presentation reflects on a particular instance of my 

cousins’ impromptu performance of the chant: how they emit a voice severed from the 

main body of the musical text. They dramatize the urge, pain, and irony of conveying 

sorrow in tunes that are alien to them. 
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 The singing of this chant is marked by the absence of Muslim-only (but not 

necessarily religious) cultural and aesthetic forms that convey the sufferings of the war 

days. Reserved engagements with chants constitute one of the many instances that 

manifest secular Bosniaks’ nervous relationship with foreign Islamic forms in particular, 

and the gradual Islamization of Bosnia in general. However, as in the conclusion of many 

debates about the Wahhabis, here, too, they resolve their nervousness with a timid 

concession, confession, and a sigh, nekasu ih, “let them be…” 

 Neither the underlined staccatos of pioneer marches, nor the Tito times are the 

only targets of her mocking. There are other more contemporary songs she plays with, 

such as Ilahije (chants). These songs became very popular after the war. Mostly Turkish 

in melody, they are religious songs on love, patience, the prophet, and the martyrs of 

Islam. Šehidi (martyrs) is one of the most famous. When it is sung in big concerts held 

either in a stadium or a gym, the audience accompanies very emotionally. It is generally 

sung by one of the most distinguished singers of the night.  

 Once, upon my invitation to a concert, she responded, “Please accept my 

apologies, I cannot. When martyrs’ mothers start singing I…I just cannot take it” and 

averted her gaze to a point far away. A few moments later she turned her face to me, but 

now her eyelids were shut. She started singing the initial notes of Sehidi. “Sehidi ej 

miljenici/gde ste vi” (martyrs hey, you beloveds/where are you?). My aunt, the diva of the 

stage she created on the spot and off-handedly, is at the front, and the girls, her always-

handy chorus, join her with backup vocals right after a few notes. They close their eyes 

tightly and show me how emotionally moved you should be while singing; it should be 
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sung in exaggerated, joyful ecstasy. As they sing together, they extend the vowels “i” and 

“e” at the end of “miljenici” (beloveds) and “gde ste” (where are you?). It is not only 

extension; they are swinging, almost stamping their feet on those vowels. They are trying 

to reach that extremely high pitch, the zenith of the elegy. However, the only tool they 

have is their differently inculcated Bosnian cords. Their singing habit is not fit to perform 

the semi-tones of Middle Eastern music. How high can they go and perform the melisma 

(moving between several tones on the same musical syllable)? They are tricksters, 

though. They appeal to nasal sound and tremble with their entire bodies. The sound gets 

worn out at the end and detached from the rest of the song as the song moves into the 

elegy.  

 Actually, they are playing with it. Now they are on that already detached part of 

the song that is called meyan in Turkish. Meyan in classical Turkish and sufi music is the 

part of the song that is sung in a high tone. Generally, instruments prepare the ground 

(slowly decreasing volume) for the singer to perform that difficult part. It requires 

mastery, yet provides space enough for improvisation as well. The singer can show her 

mastery by surfing through semi-tones smoothly. This part of the song is in a way 

detached from the rest of the song, just as the singer is semi-detached from the orchestra. 

Either the orchestra keeps silent, or just a few instruments follow the singer with a 

decreased volume.  

 On the kitchen table in one of the mahalas (Ottoman neighborhoods), right at the 

back of Bascarsija (the Ottoman market-the center of the old town), where we have our 

endless coffees and cigarettes, I am that confused other, that daring fool who is not sure 
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how to react, where to applaud, and where to laugh or cry. The space between the stage 

and the audience in this kitchen is much wider than I could have ever imagined. The 

space gets large enough to remind me that although we are a family, we are inscribed 

with the fact of falling apart. Falling on the other sides of the breach far enough that my 

broken Bosnian and their kind patience with it cannot work things out totally or at all 

times. It is more than being attached to or enmeshed with different sounds, smells, places 

and faces. The recent war they have gone through is the ultimate incommunicable space 

between us. As it flashes through our conversations, it becomes the subject of futile 

attempts to tell and show on their part, and to listen and watch and try to understand on 

mine. We try.  
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Chapter 5: Finding a Repairman in Sarajevo:  The Mundane Life of Taking Care of 
Things and the Community in Post-war Bosnia 

 
Repair is about broken objects, shattered extensions of selves that need additional 

and incessant care. It is about a specific kind of care that has its own temporal logic, 

sensory register, economy, relationality, and, of course, stories that care mediates 

between objects, technologies and people. Since the end of the war, the International 

community has invested significant funds in urban restructuring and renovation of public 

buildings in Bosnia and in reconciliation between warring ethnic groups. The repair of 

private houses, apartment blocks, and household gadgets are left to the owners 

themselves while damaged relationships within the internal confines of intimate groups, 

families, neighborhoods, and social networks remain invisible. In this part, I focus on the 

gendered labor of repair in terms of an intertwined relationship between the community 

and things that cannot be taken care of separately.  

     ***** 

 I could not reveal the mystery of why so many shoe-repairers existed in such a 

small city. They are scattered all around, from the old town market district to Novo 

Sarajevo (New Sarajevo).63 Fancy little Ottoman style shops downtown also make their 

own brands and custom-made shoes, mostly as tourist attractions. Those around the tiny 

little corners of the blocks of Novo Sarajevo, in surprising pockets among the buildings, 

are more humble looking, with no new pairs in their showcases, no private names written 
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on the windows, no “since eighteen hundred some years” logo; just Obucar (shoe 

repairer).  

 I ask my aunt and some other retired neighbors of mine, every now and then, why 

there are so many shoe-repairers in the city. Their answers are generic: “They must be 

drug dealers. You don’t know how corrupt this city has become!” I do not point out how 

the craftsmen working behind the counters do not look like they are making big or easy 

money. I can guess their answer already, ma to je samo fasada (“this is only the face”).  

 Everyone has one shoe-repairer to whom she/he is very loyal. Hers is the guy 

from one of those old town shops—Bekrija. He was not an apprentice to a master or learn 

the craft from his father like the rest of the repairers in the Old town bazaar, but he has 

that “God given talent!” as he puts it.  He used to work at one of the big companies in the 

city, but when he lost his job after the war, he started repairing shoes at this old shoe 

repair shop whose owner died before he could teach his son the craft. The new owner, the 

son, a good-looking young man, not knowing the craft but equipped with the laid-back 

posture of Sarajevan shop keepers, sits comfortably in his chair and hosts the customers 

with coffee. Bekrija is the leading figure of the conversations, even if he is in his little 

atelier at the back of the shop. The customers come for him. The new owner knows that 

and behaves.  

  Strangely enough she does not think of Bekrija as a great craftsman. She quickly 

explains, “Such a nice guy but without much luck!” According to her, it is difficult to be 

fifty something and yet be single, and adds, “He has an old and very sick mother. His 

brother died in the war. He takes care of his children as well.”  
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 I joined her several times to take some shoes for repair, or re-repair, in her case. 

She is proud of saving her shoes. Every now and then, it was part of our chit-chat as I 

was on my way to leave their house. She would show me the latest repair tricks that keep 

her age-old beloved shoes from falling apart. Bekrija is very skilled at making shoes live 

longer then they were ever intended. One piece of neatly sewn leather on the side attaches 

to another piece at the back, where shoe meets ankle. The best part is the delicately 

hidden patch, the stitches of which look like part of the shoe style. I am supposed to be 

fascinated at the subtlety of the intervention. One would think it is a common sacrificial 

act of a middle class woman, of a mother, of an ordinary Sarajevan, who has a special 

expertise in recycling, fixing, saving things. Partly it is. But in her case, not many things 

besides shoes get repaired.  

Once I happened to ask Bekrija how he got involved in the craft of shoe repair. 

He proudly told me the story of his first shoe repair in detail. His mother had taken his 

boots to several repairmen, but he was not satisfied with their attempts at repair. And in 

the end, he decided to repair them himself. He put papers on the table, the boots on the 

paper, and looked at the sturdy boot for hours (he shows us how he did so). Some parts he 

had to deconstruct, he adds, in order to understand the logic of stitches. “It is 

mathematics, you know!” He puts his index finger at his temple and turns it around (a 

gesture of thinking). And within two days he made them like new. Then he started 

repairing his colleagues’ shoes from the company. He started to make a little reputation 

and some pocket money as well. Ma snaso sam se, hvala bogu (“I’ve found my bearings, 

thank God”), he adds. We understand that loosing his job led to difficult times, and that 
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he is doing much better than many other colleagues of his who lost their jobs, or who 

have to live on small pensions.  

 Before leaving, they make sure to exchange several jokes. “Have you heard this 

one?” is the cue. Then some little rumors follow—who is the new owner of the shop at 

the corner, how that one mafijas chased the other along the little streets of the old market 

a few days ago, who has had some relatives visiting from Sweden, Norway, or Germany 

this summer, who got his son or daughter a job through connections, who is very sick and 

who has recently died. The last word is always another joke, and they always claim it is 

the  “newest one.” He never fails to send his regards to her husband while exchanging 

their final goodbyes at the doorstep. She comes home with her shoes taken care of, 

several “new” jokes, and fresh news about some shopkeepers, clients, and neighbors.  

  I did not need any shoes repaired, but I once consulted her for a handyman. When 

I arrived in the city and started settling into my small apartment, I found I was badly in 

need of getting things fixed. I asked her if she knew anybody to get things working again, 

especially in the bathroom. I thought she had a list of names of repairmen in her 

phonebook, or people, friends, neighbors, or family members to ask. Not at all! A week 

old newspaper turned out to be her only source of information, I realized later, since she 

clandestinely kept it to herself until the very last moment. “Take it easy, come over for 

morning coffee and we will find someone” was the only answer she gave when I made an 

urgent last call over the issue. She pulled out her old paper and quickly found a listing for 

a repairman. Hearing “over morning coffee” made me think finding a man to fix things 

was a task as trouble-free as having one of those tens of cups of coffee we were having 
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every single day in Sarajevo. Not necessarily so, as I learned over time.   

The next day at eight in the morning, the repairman knocked on the door. Cazim 

entered with a bold, nervous, and arrogant air and noisy gestures. The way he came in 

without even a fake attempt at kindness by taking of his shoes made me nervous from the 

very beginning, but I needed to get things done as soon as possible, so I kept silent. My 

Bosnian was broken back then. The repairman had to tell me everything twice or more, 

yet there was no guarantee that I would understand correctly. She is at my place, sitting 

and reading the daily newspaper in the midst of the messy living room and having her 

morning coffee while reading her newspaper. The man started getting mad at her since 

she was the one who could help our communication. To my surprise, she responded and 

behaved. The repairman was acting like the man of the house who does not get proper 

assistance from the women around. 

Cazim started working in the bathroom, but had to leave soon since he had 

another appointment scheduled right after. He interrupted his work to answer his 

constantly ringing mobile phone. I realized I made a huge mistake by paying him in 

advance; the next day, he did not show up, nor did he answer my calls. She doesn’t ask, I 

don’t tell.  

Soon after, I had to rely on my limited communication skills with new neighbors 

to find another repairman for fixing tiles that Cazim had broken. Just by chance, the 

neighbors downstairs were renovating their whole apartment and had a repairman. Zaim 

said he was actually an engineer who had to do manual jobs in “difficult times.” While 

“fixing” the broken tiles, he constantly smoked and talked.  I served three rounds of 
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coffee. At the end of the day, I was left with a leaking lavatory, asymmetrically placed 

faucets with some little black holes in the countertop, and the Muslim map of my 

neighborhood through their restrooms. Apparently, he had recently replaced many faucets 

in Muslim apartments in the neighborhood. The buildings in the former Yugoslavia were 

not constructed according to specific needs of Muslims, he explained briefly. There is 

always some news one gets from a repairman, I thought, even if things do not get entirely 

fixed.  

Finally, I took the last resort I was saving for bigger emergencies: I called my 

uncle to get him repair things. I soon realized that my failed attempt to get a repairman 

from a newspaper had to be a little secret between her and me. 

Two weeks later, when the time came for washing clothes, I realized that I had an 

old washing machine, a Gorenje (a Slovenian company that produces and sells large 

household appliances). Most Bosnians still have at least one Gorenje in their homes. 

Some believe that “old Gorenje” products were and still are the best, and could not throw 

them out. This time, I directly asked my uncle’s wife for a hand. She forwarded the 

problem to her daughter, my cousin, who would ask her husband, Sanin.  

He introduced himself to me as an ex-bodyguard of Alija Izetbegovic—Bosnian 

Muslims’ leader during and after the war. Sanin currently worked as staff in the 

American Consulate. He said he guides marines around the city. He looked like a young, 

responsible man, helpful to his family and friends. He seemed to know many things and 

many people in this small city. But I was startled by his Mafioso look. He had a goatee, 

very short cut hair, wore tight shirts, and always had on his sunglasses. It was the style 

176

  



around town, but “it is only the face” as I already knew.  

Sanin received my request politely and immediately called their family’s trusted 

repairman. I was relieved for having him taking care of this, because my aunt and uncle 

had had a very intricate relationship with him for ages. What choice did I have? I have 

already learned that a woman should not pick up a phone and call a repairman from the 

newspaper. Let alone a single woman with broken Bosnian… This young in-law of mine 

seemed to be a safe attachment at that moment. 

Strangely enough, once again things did not go as smoothly as I expected. The 

repairman was busy that week and promised to call my cousin’s husband or me the 

following week. Neither my in-law nor the repairman called me back, and I kept 

postponing calling Sanin for this errand while doing my laundry using the ancient 

method—soap-water-hands. In the meantime, Teta Sadina (Aunt Sadina), an old family 

friend and my neighbor, had come back from her summer vacation, and immediately 

realized the methods by which I was washing my clothes (apparently just by looking 

from her little bathroom window at the back of her apartment, which is right across 

mine). Every time she asked if my machine was fixed or if I had found a repairman, I had 

to inform her factually, without any complaint, about my family members. Neighborhood 

watches, family troubles. During one of her short visits, she mentioned that the repairman 

who fixed the machine first is not Muslim and although she added his contact numbers to 

her wide list of repairmen, she erased him later on because she decided it should be 

primarily a Muslim.  

     ***** 
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We are invited over for lasagna at my cousin Alma’s house. Apparently, young 

people feel comfortable to invite guests over for lasagna whereas their mothers’ 

generation would consider it a shame to serve a guest with dough that is not rolled by 

hand and with food that has not taken several hours to make. My aunt and Alma’s 

mother-in-law are there too. My aunt and Alma are exchanging jokes. One after another, 

the most solid and appreciated sign of being contemporary and tuned in.  At the other 

corner of the room, the mother-in-law pursues her own agenda with me. She asks about 

my background, financial situation, comments on my communicative skills, broken 

Bosnian, my appearance (specifically, neither being dressed up nor having make up like 

most of the Sarajevan women of my age), etc.  

My aunt-in-law opens the repair issue. Apparently, she is trying to ask Alma’s 

mother-in-law about the repairman they know. It is the same guy that Alma’s husband, 

Sanin, was supposed to call. The mother-in-law says he is the only repairman she trusts in 

the city, that he is very kind, gifted, and honest, and adds, “He is a Serbian guy, right. I 

guess his wife is Muslim, isn’t she?” The last question is addressed to nobody in the 

room; nobody felt like answering, nor did she expect an answer. She asks me the details 

of my address, which street, which building, which floor, etc. For a second, I cannot find 

the word for the “upper floor” in Bosnian. My aunt gets involved and responds in English 

to me, “up on the hill, up on the hill.” I repeat the question, fooling myself further. The 

answer is the same “up on the hill,” with a stress on “up” then silence, and then closing 

the sentence, “on the hill.” She has a teasing and warning expression. Only then I realize, 

I need to stop talking about that repair issue by any means with people who know her, 
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and especially with other family members, be it extended or not. Finally, I get my lesson 

and behave.  

There are a number of reasons why she was not able to easily find a repairman, 

why it should have been a little “secret” between us, why she did not confront the bad 

and rude repairman, and why repairmen are difficult to find. All these elaborations 

provide us with insights about the sentimental and material texture of the Bosniaks lives: 

 Should someone ask me, “Who is taking care of the soul of deceased 

former Yugoslavia in the households?” my answer would be straight, 

“repairmen and housewives” (keeping in mind the retired men and their 

old cars, as well, that sit just next to the houses). They are the ones who 

are primarily responsible for taking care of “the robust and enduring” 

devices from the “good old days of Yugoslavia.” Electronics and home 

appliances by Iskra and Gorenje (made in Slovenia) and engines by Rade 

Koncar (made in Croatia) are all still prestigious and carefully repaired 

and re-repaired.  

 In my aunt’s case, given that she was not able to immediately refer me to a 

repairman, one of her “secrets” is that she is either not taking care of or 

does not appreciate the value of those heavily charged brands of ex-

Yugoslavia, or even worse, she is economically capable of getting new 

things, which is more likely the case. Many people lost their class 

privileges after the war, and it is one of the deep fissures that cut across 

the members of the same family, neighbors, and community. Having a list 
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of repairmen means having a lot of troublesome stuff to be taken care of. 

 A tacit rule: a native Sarajevan woman, by definition, must be aided by 

social and family networks to keep things running smoothly around her 

house. Most of the small repair issues are solved by male members of the 

immediate or extended family, or someone from the neighborhood. 

Having called a handyman from the newspaper is interpreted as a 

manifestation of broken relationships and interrupted reciprocities. Repair 

of things cannot be done without taking care of relationships. 

 Sarajevo is a city of closely-knit communities; with every new person one 

meets, one can easily find a common acquaintance. However, the increase 

in strangers following the massive immigration during and after the war 

(running into the president on the street, for instance), as well as the 

arrival of new “strangers” from the periphery, that is, dosli (internal 

immigrants who came from other parts of Bosnia after the war), is a matter 

of nervousness among native Sarajevans. Demographic changes bring in 

their wake some unpredictable nuisances. Most of the repairmen of the 

city, as I learned later, left the country since they are capable of “earning 

their bread wherever they go.” The ones you can still find are subject to 

the newly developed selection criteria— Muslim or not? Nevertheless, 

there is always room for negotiation—he is “our man!” which means he is 

married to a Muslim, the child of a mixed marriage, or stayed in the city 

during the siege. Ultimately, nas covjek (“our buddy”) is Bosnian but not 
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with a 100 percent Muslim background.  

 Nas covjek is a nervous category. For the “angry Bosniaks,” “they” 

(primarily Serbs) should never be trusted again and nas covjek is nothing 

but a euphemism for the potential devil. Nas covjek is not limited to 

Bosnians with mixed or non-Muslim origins; it extends to the non-Bosnian 

and non-Muslim iconic figures of Yugoslavia to whom they are still 

attached. The sudden death of Tose Proeski, the Macedonian singer, in 

2008 created a big sorrow, for instance, especially among the young 

population of Bosnia who is more comfortable being involved with non-

Muslim people, forms, and things than their parents’ generation. Proeski’s 

close friendship with Arkan’s64 wife Ceca (famous Serbian singer) was 

either bracketed out or tolerated by many. Silencing, brushing it off, 

ignoring, or tolerating, are of the modalities of engagement with beloved 

non-Muslims of Bosnia and of the “region” (the name of the post-

Yugoslavian republics in common parlance).  

 Normalcy is a luxurious asset. Its currency is evaluated minute by minute 

during scenes of people going out of their minds, running out of money, 

surrounded by things out of order. Everybody is both impulsive and 

tolerant. Seeing a man going amok on the tramway, on the line at the post-

office, on the street, at the coffee house, or in the neighborhood is 
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ordinary. There is a charged sense of patience at those moments. 

Everybody silently waits for the moment to pass. For a second it looks like 

the urban dwellers’ learned neglect, sobriety, and readiness to see the most 

unexpected yet continue with the routine, but this is not the case. Silence, 

patience, and charged neglect serve as both a form solidarity with the 

person losing it, and a momentary glimpse of a lament of recognizing the 

prize of the war en passant. The war touches everything. Nobody is a total 

stranger in this city and everybody knows the war devastated some lives 

much more, or that the devastation takes on different forms and intensities.  

 Loud fun, noisy parties, or a crowd’s prolonged laughter in public do not 

benefit from the same tacit recognition and patience as is the case with 

individual outcries. There is always a way to remind the merrymakers that 

it is not the proper time and place without mentioning the word “war.” 

Yet, calling the police is rarely an option. Sometimes it passes as a threat, 

but one rarely sees the police in the city in the flesh and in their cars. 

People avoid severe confrontations, not only with each other, but perhaps 

to avoid the probable failure of the police to carry out their duty. What if 

the state is not there?  

 The general sense of frustration has different shapes and moments of 

manifestation. Many people lost their jobs, solid salaries, and means of 

subsistence. Many young people’s education and careers were interrupted. 

Samir, for instance, was the best classic guitar player of Bosnia during his 
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high school years and ended up driving US marines in Sarajevo. It is a job 

the entire family considers very solid, not to mention who knows how 

many personal favors and connections needed to be activated to get that 

job. He could not go to the conservatory for a formal music education 

because when the war ended it was too late, too expensive, and he already 

had a family to take care of. Now, he is in Iraq at one of the US military 

bases. When I ask him how it is going, he says “Thanks God, I have a 

job.”  

 Career interruption means, for many, having to go back to work, again, to 

be able to earn their pension. If they are lucky, agile, healthy enough, and 

of course, have the proper networks. If not, they sell some of their skills in 

the grey zones. The repairmen columns of newspapers are lists of former 

engineers, technicians, teachers, accountants, etc. Frustration and anger 

are at dialing distance (or even in your bathroom or kitchen).  

 The articulation of the ethos of equality in socialist times and the intimacy 

of the closely knit community is tangible in daily conduct. Most of the 

people behave as if they are employers of the same institution (state?) or 

members of the same small community or extended family. Except for the 

clerks in the new International banks that have mushroomed in the city, 

and the young professionals who had acquired their professional skills 

during the siege times mostly as translators and NGO workers (most of 

whom have temporary jobs at present), service employees of all kinds, 
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including self-employed people, do not care much about customer 

satisfaction. Professional etiquettes, patience, a smiling face, small talk, 

and empty gestures of kindness are not necessarily part of the service. 

Rather, they communicate at the intimate level—“Oh, you seem to have 

spent a lot of money recently” declares the bank account loudly.  

 Sometimes taking care of the deteriorated texture of the community 

intervenes with the economic rationality. Buying a service from someone 

does not need to follow the logic of getting the best for a reasonable price 

but taking care of the income of the service provider and his/her 

dependants. 

 Concerning shoes, every single Sarajevan is equipped with the capacity to 

calibrate shoes for their fuel value -- part of the siege know-how when 

there was no heating but some shoes. Boots were the best, they say, 

something they saved for the coldest days. They also had to hide their 

shoes from each other -- one of the most common thefts recorded in the 

personal memories of Sarajevans between 1992 and 1995.  

 For many people shoes are difficult to dispense with. They carry traces of 

one’s body, grounds covered, inimitable ways of walking, events attended. 

And unlike most other garments, they have a large enough, solid, and 

visible cavity, an interiority which evokes something intimate about their 

owners, maybe a smell? Who has not tried her mothers’ or fathers’ shoes 

once in her life, and who ever did fit in another’s shoes?  
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 Finally, about my aunt’s reluctance to get more actively engaged with 

fixing the lavatory in my restroom. People developed unexpected 

attachments to some particular habits, objects, and even constraints. My 

neighbor Sanija became an adamant playing card reader since the day four 

kings appeared in a row and they declared that the (Dayton) peace would 

be signed and the siege would end; Gospodin Nikola (Sir Nikola), since 

the siege onwards, has been feeding birds in the attic of the building block 

despite the massive complaints of neighbors about the terrible smell; Teta 

Sadina has  read The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann at least 100 times 

since it kept her good company during the siege days—“why should I read 

another book,” she explains, “since it tells everything”; Zarifa stuffed her 

balcony with pots in which she raises peppers, more then her family can 

consume—“it kept us from starvation during the siege” she explains. Long 

afterwards, my aunt told me that when their lavatory broke during the 

siege, they started using the sink. It took them several years after the siege 

to get a new lavatory; not that they did not have money (just the opposite, 

they are one of the comparatively well-offs of the city), but they just got 

used to the things as they were.   
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Chapter 6: Golubar, Tetak (Pigeon-man, the Uncle):  
Neglected Registers of Belonging 

 
SIR... 

 
Yes sir, I was in the war 
No sir, I did not fight 
I fought...but... 
But you would not understand  
And if you did  
I'm afraid 
I'm afraid you would understand... 
Excuse me sir 
I won't bother you anymore 
My bench in the park  
And my dog 
Are waiting for me 
 
Veselin Gatalo (a Bosnian poet) 
 

In her nuanced work on the experiential and psychological dimensions of Bosnian 

belonging, Buturovic (2002) defines life in Bosnia as a “plethora of experiences and 

textured spaces of intimacy among groups and individuals across confessional, social, 

and economic lines.” She defines the paradox of Bosnian belonging as “being territorially 

Bosnian and nationally non-Bosnian,” and underlines it as a primary source of tension 

between cultural practices and institutional demands (p.2). Buturovic claims that the 

systematic apoliticization of Bosnia as a territory was accompanied by the gradual 

nationalization of its population along religious-cum-ethnic lines since the Habsburg rule. 

According to her, the Hapsburgs set the terms of the western/European national 

taxonomy in Bosnia, the consequences of which could not be traced until the recent war, 

the territorial and administrative division of the country along the ethnic lines, and the 

absorption of Bosnian Serbs and Croats into Serbia and Croatia. She detects that “without 
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Bosnianness as a national category, Bosnia-Herzegovina became home to all, but a land 

belonging to none of its peoples” (p.30). Nevertheless, drawing on Todorova’s work 

(1995), she underlines the significance of localism as a more dominant form of loyalty 

throughout the region, and even more so for the Muslims of Bosnia who did not develop 

a national consciousness, nor a will for a separate state, due to what she calls the “fluid 

consciousness” (p.27) that was structured by the Ottoman millet system.   

This piece is a depiction of the mundane registers of Bosniaks’ and Bosnians’ 

strong local and territorial attachment that did not find its answerability in the national 

taxonomy. Pigeon holders are not a political community, and neither are all the pigeon 

holders registered in clubs in Bosnia. Nevertheless, pigeon holders know each other very 

well and passionately follow the breeds the others keep. The name for their habit is 

ljubitelj in Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian everyday parlance, a word that etymologically 

stems from “love.”65 Calling it a hobby or sport, since the Habsburg rule onwards, and as 

is the case on official websites now, misses the sentimental component of pigeon holders’ 

attachment to their pigeons and thereby to their home. They are famously sedentary 

people who do not much fancy getting away from their homes (and pigeons) except for 

visits to each other, be it in another town. There is also a belief that pigeon-men do not 

make good husbands or fathers, for the love and time they devote to pigeons would not 

leave much space for the others. Nevertheless, in case of the pigeon-man I am depicting, I 

show that love for his family, pigeons, home, and country are intertwined and cannot be 

imagined without one another. Not only does it provide him a primary medium to 
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communicate with other pigeon loving members of his own family with whom he has 

serious disputes; it is also the major motive to be socially involved with other non-

Muslim pigeon-men in Bosnia where the social ties among the religious-cum-ethnic 

groups are gradually fading. Love for pigeons crosscuts the nationally or religiously 

marked belongings.  

Concerning the style of writing on the introductory page, in my ethnographic description 

of the pigeon-man, I deliberately explored the potentials of the poetic effect that 

juxtapositions of different scenes of his life would offer, miming the way  he and his 

major pigeon recordings communicated his love of pigeons, other pigeon-men, family, 

home, and country. Although we spent a lot of time together over different occasions, he 

never directly addressed these issues in his “small lectures” on Bosnia, nor our chats on 

other issues. It was always part of the daily activities, sounds of backyard communions, 

images running on the screen, pigeon notebooks spread all around his room. It is the 

poetics of his Bosnian, Bosniak, male, pigeon and home-loving self.  

     ***** 
 

“Gle!” (the shortened form of “gledaj” that means “look”) is the intimate way he declares  

the beginning of his small lectures to me on Bosnia, the galaxy, pigeons, or the logic of 

the real estate market. Lectures that may extend to scattered talks on other small states on 

the earth, animals in distant lands, Turkish classical music, or mysteries of ancient Egypt.  

Animal Kingdom, History Channel, and Turkish TV are his favorites.   

 

“I am a Sarajevan yuppie, man” he teasingly declares if he is in a good mood. He is proud 
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of producing the first soft-ware accounting program in the country. He bought some more 

land and pigeons.  

   

He barely walks away from his nest, computer and TV screen but his pigeons are 

everywhere. Between Cleopatra and Converse shoes, for instance. According to his 

account, Cleopatra went to swim in the Nile and left her sneakers at the shore. One of his 

prized Sarajevo roller-pigeons pierced the shoes on each side. “You see, that’s how 

Converse got their final shape!” is his punch line.  

   

His favorite siege story is about the instance when his wife and two daughters were about 

to leave. After months of struggle to get papers, after luggage was ready, after the girls 

put on their coats. He just said, “So, you are on your way?”  

 

His wife put the coffeepot back on the stove and the girls took off their coats.   

   

Once, I asked a professor of literature, if there were any Bosnian heroic accounts of the 

war. He could not remember one but recommended his favorite war movie--Torso. A 

troop of musicians decided to leave Sarajevo through the tunnel. They ran into a cow that 

could not give birth because its body lacked salt. They stayed to help the cow.  

 

I did not ask who the hero was.  
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We are in his office-room, drinking coffee. Notebooks in which he keeps the records of 

his pigeons and the rings he puts around their legs are all over the table. He says he is 

sorting things out. A seasonal thing. A video recording is running on the screen. His 

favorite pigeons show up. Solo or as a fleet. They have fur around their neck like 

Elizabeth, the Virgin Mary. The screen gets fuzzy. Then his younger daughter appears. 

The timer shows January 1992, a day from the siege. “It is her birthday footage when she 

turned ten” he briefly explains without diverting much attention from his notes and rings. 

The birthday girl has a large white lace collar around her neck. This footage is the only 

time I have seen him with a bow-tie. He pampers her. “You are so beautiful and special. 

Today is your birthday. Next year we will have a cake.” Then he asks her to show what 

they had from the humanitarian aid. She comes with a packet of cheese and some beans. 

“Look, how lucky we are,” he proclaims several times. The screen gets fuzzy again. The 

pigeons are in the garden now.  

    ***** 
As the plums were plenty that year, it was followed by the dried 

fruit pulp. The fire was blazing under the cauldrons, plums were stamped 
on, lads and lasses took turn for stirring, and the clarinets would fondle 
hearts the entire night in the gardens. Autumn smelled of ripe fruits and 
grass, just like sails of a maiden breast.  
 Those were the days when Bembaša66 was the most pleasant for 
roaming. At the rim of the big water jump the same picture recurred 
frequently:  

Many people from the market and neighborhoods, as dressed 
they were, would lie down next to each other, on the tiny sand of the 
bank. Next to them, at an arm distance, there used to be untied tobacco 
bags while a glass of brandy here and there would be alongside the 
wooden cages full of white domesticated pigeons. They had clear and 
tame eyes like glass. They were “Smyrnians” (Izmirci) the famous roller 
pigeons that were widely bred in Sarajevo. Every now and then, people 
beaming with a kind of hidden joy and expectation would open the cages 
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and get the trembling white birds out. One would hear screams, “Wait, 
don’t let them go, let them out together.” 
 

Once they would be get out of the nest and let be fly, pigeons 
would forcefully flap and soar in the peaceful blueness of the sky, the 
reflection of which could be seen in the wide and calm flow of the 
barricaded river. Then, in this turquoise spaciousness, a beautiful and 
wondrous game would begin. Every now and then, some pigeons from 
the white cloud that hovers over the river, not longer than an instance, 
would single out and just like stoned, would benumb on the heights. 

That would last for two seconds, maybe not even that long. Then 
the bird would start rolling and falling like it is dead or wounded. People 
from the riverbank would look at that helpless fall at the sight of a dead 
bird with wide open eyes and breathlessly…And when the bird in its fall 
arrived to the mirror of the river, it would suddenly stop, recoil and 
revive. Then it would powerfully wide open its wings and would rise 
back to the sky again like a white beam. At that moment the quiet 
riverbank would also recoil and revive. Impressed cries would merge 
into one while the cigaretted rods would be filled again.  

 “How sad! If a human could do! If it were something like a bird 
that could arouse and fly!” [Kadic 1997:79-81; my translation] 

This pictorial depiction belongs to Mula Mustafa Bašeskija a.k.a. Ševki (1731-

1809), a famous Bosnian chronicler who kept diaries of Sarajevo in the second half of the 

18th century. He illustrates deftly the public’s engagement with Sarajevan pigeons 

brought to the shore by the bird keepers. His diaries mention daily events of the city 

ranging from new construction, military and bureaucratic appointments, an epidemic, 

weather, fruits and vegetables, to detailed obituaries. The language of his diaries, full of 

Turkish words and local expressions, reflect the Sarajevan dialect at the time. It is an 

irony that although he kept the detailed record of 4,000 deceased Bosnians, mostly 

Muslims, for fifty years, the exact date of his death and the place of his grave are 

unknown. In one of his chronicles he declares the purpose of his writing, “All that is 

written remains, and all that is remembered disappears.”  
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 The pigeon-man has a shelf full of several dozens of pigeon videos, some of 

which we watched partly, in passing, while having small chats over a coffee in his office-

room. Different kinds of pigeons in different colors and combinations show up one after 

another or in groups while they are in their nests. He does not tell me much about them; 

he made me appreciate that it takes years to understand pigeons, and more importantly, a 

keen eye and heart. However, whenever Sarajevo rollers show up in the videos, he breaks 

his silence, becoming tangibly excited; we stop talking and watch them for some time..  

Most of the pigeon-men I met through my uncle, including him, are talking about 

writing a book about the pigeons if not today, certainly one day. It is part of what I call a 

“scryptomania” sweeping the country now. Many retired, especially older male members 

of Bosnia, claim to have a word to say, write, and leave behind. They are generally about 

Bosnia, Sarajevo, the neighborhood of their childhood, mountains, rivers, flora and fauna 

of the country, horses, pigeons, etc. They talk about having pages of manuscripts they 

hide from each other, unlike the breeds they proudly expose every now and then. 

Technology helps though. My uncle records the pigeons in his nest, the other pigeons 

from other pigeon-men’s nests, and the ones that appear on the TV channel. There are 

shelves of video recordings. Sometimes, other interests or instants of his life get inscribed 

on these recordings; he does not delete or spare some other cassette, but keeps them next 

to each other. The TV screen becomes a major medium where he takes note of his gaze, 

attention, love, and his life as it is. The details of his newly repaired bathroom, for 

instance, might catch the camera’s attention for a while, while he declaredly intends to 

record a pair of new pigeons in front of the bathroom mirror. The spectator sees both, the 
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new pigeons and the new bathroom decorum.  

Pigeon recordings also include gardens, backyards, flowers, trees, nests, chats, 

drinks, cigarettes, deserts, and other treats on tables. They usually meet at gardens and 

backyards, closer to the nests, and away from their wives’ reign of dominance, that is, 

interiors while wives catch a glimpse of a second on the recordings with trays full of 

juice, coffee, and some other treats. They are never part of this male community of 

pigeon love.  

Gardens, pigeons, and men change, but one man shows up in most of the pigeon 

related footage. It is his younger brother, another pigeon-man. Since their mother’s death 

two years after the end of the siege they fell into a severe dispute concerning the 

inheritance, an issue that is still unresolved. It has been several years since they have 

stepped into each other’s houses; however, they keep meeting in the backyard to talk 

about, look at, and touch each other’s pigeons. His brother’s hands are in all the close-up 

frames of single pigeon footage; he holds the birds while the pigeon-man records them. I 

happened to know from these recordings that his brother fought in the Bosnian army 

during the war. His face is emaciated in the videos right after the siege. There are 

moments when his look steals the ground, an instance when the spectator forgets to look 

at a pigeon that is meant to play the leading part.  

Long after, I realized that quite a lot of the other pigeon-men who visit his 

backyard or, more rarely, his in-home office, are non-Muslim. Their names barely come 

up; rather, they are named after their neighborhood or town and sometimes with a 

particular breed of pigeon for which they are known. So, pigeon-men in his house are 

193

  



initially and ultimately pigeon-men. Otherwise, every single man or woman has his or her 

own share of the country’s dominant national/religious taxonomy. And it is so in the 

pigeon-man’s house, too.   

Every now and then he talks about the possibility of turning his pigeons into an 

investment. I take this as a phatic function, a gesture that lets him talk more about his 

pigeons, and partly as his way to communicate his pigeons’ preciousness to a person who 

knows nothing about them. “It is possible to make good money, believe me! But it is too 

late for me. I am not that invested in it anymore. I am slowly decreasing the numbers and 

the types I already have. I am almost retired from the pigeons as well.” Not long after he 

made this declaration, he built another nest in his courtyard, decorating its door with 

wooden white lilies67 just like the older nest. His brother’s nest at the front of the 

courtyard has even more those lily decorations. His nest, a wooden meshwork, has 

wooden lilies not only on the door, but spread all around the nest’s interior. Courtyards 

surrounded by the high and thick walls and the pigeon nests are the only public in which 

these two pigeon-lover brothers make their Bosniak identity visible.  

                                                 

67 The Golden Lily is a symbol of the Bosnian Kingdom, Bosnia and Bosniak people. It has been used in 
the Bosnian Kingdom on flags and coat's of arms. The Coat of arms used by the members of the House of 
Kotromanić consisted of six golden lilies on a blue background with a white ribbon. After Bosnia and 
Herzegovina gained independence from Yugoslavia on March 1st 1992. Lily's were brought back on the 
Bosnian flag. The flag of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina consisted of the coat of arms of golden 
lilies on a white background. Even though lily's are also a symbol of Christianity, Bosniaks, who are in vast 
majority Muslims, use it as their symbol. It's also used in mosques and on gravestones as decoration. In 
1998, after the protests of political representatives of the former Herceg-Bosna and Republika Srpska, the 
flag of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina was replaced. However, Bosniaks continue to use the coat 
of arms and flag with lilies in the appropriate cultural conditions, and on the coats of arms of some cantons 
and municipalities the lily is used as a symbol of Bosniaks (Lilium Bosniacum, Wikipedia).  
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It is ironic that although he constantly refers to economic rationality as a major 

organizing principle of life, one of the major axis of his life, that is, pigeon holding, has 

nothing to do with economic rationality. Every now and then, he attempts to frame it as a 

potential for making money, referring to other pigeon-men’s alleged stories of making 

such and such amount of money from selling a fleet or a peculiar breed, nobody has seen 

him putting one of his birds for sale, nor pays much attention when he broaches the topic. 

His love and attachment does not have a language, be it intimate, and be it political.   

Conditioned by his relatively good share of the Transition and privatization, he is 

one of rare Bosniaks who embraces the liberalization of Bosnia if it needs to be 

addressed. Accept for economics, he is very distant to any kind of religious or nationalist 

rhetoric and practices in Bosnia. He deeply believes in the “natural selection” and the 

logic of economic rationality and every kind of interest regulating life, including the 

national order of things. He conveys a sense of fondness at every opportunity. “We have 

saved our lives, children’s lives, our home, and secured our retirement. I cannot expect 

more” is his general way of conveying his acceptance of his share in life and post-war 

Bosnia. He has never framed his Bosnian or Bosniak belonging as a statement, much less 

a political statement; the landscape, names of towns he passes while visiting other 

pigeon-men, the rivers, and pigeons named after their towns constitute his homeland 

beyond his backyard and some particular streets he uses between his house and 

downtown. “Bosniaks are a little dzemahirija (community) in Europe” is the ultimate 

political frame he provisions for the best possible future of this country.  

In July 2009, I asked the pigeon-man to record the Srebrenica commemorations 
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that would be aired live from FTV (Federal TV of B-H) since I was out of the country 

and his VCR was always ready to record TV programs. He kindly did so. A month later 

when he handed me the cassette, I realized that it was one of his pigeon recordings. When 

I told him there must have been a mistake, he did not seem surprised; he handed me a 

different video, of the real commemoration. One day, I watched the entire pigeon 

recording and realized it also contained his younger daughter’s birthday footage from the 

siege, the one I had seen in his room once in passing. However, things seemed a little bit 

different this time. It lacked the clarity of the one that I remembered. Then I understood it 

was the recording of the same footage as it was running on his TV screen. Apparently, it 

was both the back up and the record of his record keeping. Just in case…  

Each Sarajevan has a different way of taking care of the possibility of vanishing 

and leaving a trace if a “judgment day” comes again. Various records of “being there” 

during the siege days are made almost by accident. A photo in front of a destroyed 

building, or a picture once made for loved ones outside the country to prove “we are alive 

and doing fine here,” keeps its niche in the album; swinging among the thematically or 

chronologically classified photos, neither given a place in the album nor thrown away, 

but definitely there.  

 Finally, about his ironic sensibility of juxtaposing ancient Egypt, Cleopatra, and 

Sarajevo rollers, it is one of the myriad of daily jokes he creates on the spur of the 

moment. They generally relate his domestic life in Sarajevo, or his little Bosniak 

dzemahirija, as he calls it, with countries in the West or with ancient times. Their comic 

effect invested in Bosnia or Sarajevo’s juxtaposition with contemporary or ancient 
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civilizations is a vivid example of self-styled parochialism that is one of the constitutive 

traits of Bosnians. Significantly, in this case as in many others, the articulation of 

Bosnians to civilization is always connected with some trouble layered by fantasies of 

penetration.   
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Chapter 7: The Ticklish Imperial Aura and Cumbersome Summertime Travels 
   

The war has cast its shadow on everything. Every single item in the city is 

charged with a potential to stage a scene in which Sarajevans face their existing status in 

the global hierarchy of things, markets, and nations, or the value of their donatee status in 

the international economy of victimhood. All kinds of consumer products – food, cloth, 

electronics, household appliances, etc. – are subject to persistent and careful inspection 

for their country of production and whereabouts of their sale. Public goods, such as 

trams, busses, and buildings, are not exempt from curious examinations. People know 

exactly what they got from each country. These are partly daily habits of living in a 

closely-knit community, but the intensive care suggests more. Nationalization of 

consumption patterns is a fact, but desires and anxieties always tell a different story.   

In this part of writing, I attend to charged interest in things in post-war Sarajevo 

and the attachments, detachments, and anxieties they evoke and manifest. The post-war 

scene in the city even a decade and a half after the war is layered with the sense of 

abstinence, fear of total abundance and neglect. “Normal life” which is a widely 

circulating nebulous term gets its concrete shape when desire and longing gets its 

temporary anchor in things, objects and their related stories and experiences. Every single 

item on the shelves and circulating in the community, for Bosnians, are the most solid 

signs of being “in,” be it in civilization, be in the market, be it on the top list of 

beneficiaries. Nevertheless, both the presence and absence of things are potential source 

for anxiety. It reminds them of their destabilized place in the circulation of goods, and 
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irrevocably lost security of the Yugoslav market under the banner of which their lag of 

industrialization was partly invisible. 

Being addressed as potential consumers or donatees overlap in the low contrast 

pictures of life before and after the war; the market economy, the socialist system, 

transition, liberalism, and democracy are all stripped of their so-called intended or 

documented meanings in the International organizations’ reports, academic literature, 

media, and political speeches. The images and a promise of “normal life” have a bigger 

than life size and intimate proximity on colorful advertisements that come on glossy 

paper. Even  the most angry and nationalist Bosniaks spare some time to read, consider, 

or even buy some of the goods promoted in the consumer coupons and advertisement 

brochures that come by mail, if and when they receive one—“they sent a letter to my 

name!” They are letters of acceptance to the membership of normalcy, or civility under 

the banner of being viable consumers, if not today, perhaps tomorrow. Pictures of 

blankets, cushions, cell phones, beauty products, travel packets, furniture, paper 

lampshades, American wardrobes, sneakers, Italian washing machines, etc. on colorful ad 

papers feel like certificates of candidacy for nomination to the peaceful universe of the 

things; the admittance fee feels of tangential importance for a moment. Fear of being left 

out from the global order of things, whatever frame it has, generates and accumulates 

confusing and demanding sensibilities for consuming better and more while the 

boundaries between donation and investment, consumer and donatee becomes ever more 

blurred. There is nothing worse then not being called or addressed at all. 

This part particularly focuses on the circulation of things from Turkey. The 
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additional aura they gained after the collapse of Yugoslavia is the embodiment of newly 

invigorated sensibilities about the Ottoman past and its posterity, Turks. Nevertheless, the 

relationship with Turks and things of Turkey is not as smooth a romance as it seems or is 

quite often declared to be. Modalities of engagement point to nebulous shifts between 

investing in Turkey as a potential address of immigration (if the “judgment day” comes); 

addressing Turks as potential patrons; or engaging with its cultural forms, language, 

consumption goods, and touristic sites as slightly closer to the heart, yet, as one option 

among many others.  

The gradual increase of the Turkish presence in the city is also related with the 

Islamization of Bosnia. Most of the Turks who extend their stay in the country are 

involved in missionary and educational activities with religious orientation. Bosniaks’ 

relationship with them enacts some aspects of their cumbersome relationship with the 

Ottoman past while evoking some secular Bosniaks’ anxiety about Islamization. 

Nevertheless, many times there is not much choice, which means, they prefer Turks in 

the city to many other Muslim friends, investors, mudzaheddins, visitors, and benefactors 

from other Middle and Near East countries. Again, the modality of relating with the 

Turks is subject to oscillation between “preferred Muslims” among the other Muslims 

and one among many International bodies in the country.  

    ***** 

We are in the kitchen. It is a lazy Sunday noon. There is nothing to bother us 

except for the obstinate beams of the sun that fades the bright orange of the curtains and 

the sound of motorcycles touring Titova (the city’s main and only wide street) that leaks 
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into every room in town during the weekends. We don’t care.  

We have just had brunch and are drinking one cup of coffee after another while 

smoking. She is interested in the additional filters I use while smoking. She tries to read 

the Turkish words on the box, “You bring them from Istanbul, right?” “Yes, from a 

pharmacy in Istanbul,” I answer. “And I have recently realized I could have got them 

from any kiosk in Sarajevo as well. I was just silly!” I add. She does not care about her 

town having the same filters or my self-deprecating gesture of modesty. These are “from 

Istanbul!” and that’s the most important thing for her at the moment. The word “Istanbul” 

comes from her mouth like a magic spell. Apparently, at the moment, the filters appear to 

her to be marinated in some enchanted water, the secret of which has been whispered to 

her clandestinely. The halo around things coming from Istanbul is visible only to her 

kind.  A tablecloth, a curtain, a piece of fabric, a transistor radio, shoes, people, words, 

expressions, mannerisms... In brief, things from the old capital of the Empire—Carigrad 

(“Tsar’s city,” “tsar” meaning “king” in Slavic languages), as they call it sometimes. 

They are all shining objects subject to her curious gaze, inquisitive turning about with her 

hands, and conversations of incessant questioning. These mundane rituals of hers do not 

have fixed schedules and repeatable choreographies. Rather, they pop out of the 

spontaneous relationships between everyday objects and her inquisitive hands and 

persistent gaze. And the way she treats some words, expressions, or mannerisms cut from 

their sentences or previous provenance does not have less thing-like qualities than that of 

the objects subject to her visual and tactile inquisitions and care.  

The filter is in her hands. She holds it delicately with her thumb and index finger 
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in order to examine it under the beam of light dyed with the pale orange of the curtains. 

One expects a bundle of beams to permeate the kitchen, if only because here it is handled 

with such persistent care – more than the transient object could ever expect in its earthly 

life.  At the moment we are watching a connoisseur, a jeweler or an antiquarian trying to 

guess the age, value and authenticity of things we ordinary mortals cannot tell, nor 

recognize. We are waiting her to declare the final statement of the inspection, I mean the 

deciphered spell. The girls are used to her inspections, I can tell. After a considerably 

long time passed in the flow of conversation, she declares the final result of her 

inspection: “but it is ‘Made in China!’”  

 “The moment I see the phrase ‘Made in China,’ I immediately dislike the 

merchandise,” she says, teasing both the filter in her hand that was supposed to be from 

Istanbul and the very obsession of hers as well. Actually, things “Made in China” pop up 

all around her kitchen. Things that we can find at any thrift store in this part of the world 

that we usually pass by or ignore most of the time, yet recognize in the obscured registers 

that habituate the corner of our eyes. Small, cheap, and disposable things, the universal 

brand of which has become “Made in China,” inhabit the remote corners of her kitchen 

cabinets. She probably did not enjoy this individual object being Chinese at this particular 

moment when she was most expecting it to be from Istanbul. “Made in China” must have 

shattered the imperial aura for a moment, and she must have been left without a space to 

talk about things Turkish.  

When she talks about things related to Turkey or the “beauty and grandiosity” of 

Istanbul, her face gets the light of joy. I know what is coming already. She typically starts 
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with the smell of spices in the Egyptian Bazaar (part of the Grand Bazaar) and continues 

with describing the eye capturing colors of the spices displayed in big display cases. “It is 

even nice just to watch and smell” she always underlines, since to her regret she does not 

know what to do with those spices. The desserts displayed on the shop windows of 

patisseries do not pass without mentioning. Not only their taste, but how beautiful they 

look. She takes time to describe the glaze and look of a delicious quince dessert. 

According to her, by the way they look one can tell if they are made well— it should not 

be too dark and the sherbet should not get sugary. “You need to look at the corners,” she 

warns wittily. Somewhere during her eulogy that covers seafood, appetizers, gyro, 

Bosporus, boats, small tea glasses, the sound of spoons as one stirs the sugar, etc., she 

likes to mention two foods she finds particularly “amazing.”  

They are pudding made from the battered chicken breast (tavuk gogsu) and spicy 

grilled sheep’s intestines (kokorec). She finds them “clever, cunning, intricate, and 

sophisticated,” attributes she relates to the grandiosity of the Ottoman Empire. She uses 

different adjectives and a tone for the food she feels like praising, be it on her dining 

table, a restaurant, or at a friend’s house; she voices and mocks her compliment in the 

voice of the street vendors, “ukusno, izdasno i jeftino” (delicious, plentiful, and cheap). 

My little attempts to remind her of the delicious slatki cevap (sweet kebab) that Bosnians 

make from the damson plum and lamb meet which is cooked for hours in earthenware, or 

the labor intensive stuffed little onions, do not intervene with her judgment about the 

superiority of the Turkish kitchen. “No way, it is incomparable” is her final word 

delivering the verdict.   
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The culinary manifestation of the imperial halo, in her account, is not necessarily 

defined by the richness of the spices, ingredients, or time invested in preparations, but 

mainly by the art of converting the essential ingredient to something unrecognizable to 

outsiders. She has a peculiar joy of telling about that chicken pudding and grilled 

intestines, especially to people who haven’t been to Istanbul, or who have not noticed the 

intricacy of the imperial gesture inscribed in the food. She has a recipe if not for the food, 

for the imperial aura, for sure -- the velesila Osmanlisko Carstvo (great power of the 

Ottoman Empire) that would not go without well-refined secrets. 

Things from Turkey recently attained additional charge; unlike the times when 

Turkey was under the protective shield of Yugoslavia, “the fourth biggest military power 

of Europe,” “the world champion of basketball three times between 1970 and 1990,” and 

“the host of the Sarajevo Winter Olympic Games in 1984,” as they used to remind 

proudly and mention now bitterly or dolefully, to themselves and to others. Turkish 

clothes, jewelry, Islamic paraphernalia and kitsch, food, household appliances, 

ornaments, words, expressions, codes and mannerisms, popular music and laments, 

singers, serials, translated books, a TV channel, language courses, travel packages, 

Turkish friends, families, and acquaintances, etc. are finding increasingly higher demand 

among Bosniaks, along with a growing presence of Turkish things and people in the city.  

There are several branches of Turkish Ziraat Bank, two private Turkish 

universities and high schools, a Turkish educational center and tourism office, a fraternal 

association, football teams, flags, the Turkish Consulate and a Cultural Center, and 

several restaurant-coffee shops in the city. If not in the brand stores (Tom Tailor, 
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Benetton, Camel, Mura, etc.), the Turkish clothes, cotton textiles, and especially head 

scarves and Islamic attire can always be found on the counters of the small shops mostly 

around the old town bazaar. Every other month there is a Turkish concert (mostly 

classical or Sufi music), and it is always possible to indulge in some Turkish tunes (in 

Bosnian and in Turkish) at the oriental atmosphere of the Morica Han (an inn from the 

16th century) wherein mostly the young Muslim public and tourists convene.  

Turkish is the city’s second language, especially in the streets of the Muslim 

populated old town. Turkish tourists and visitors who are on a visit; students, employees, 

and functionaries who have come to the city on duty temporarily; and some Bosnians 

who learned Turkish during their refugee years in Turkey and those who learned the 

language at new Turkish high schools in the city, all add a Turkish pulse to the 

soundscape of the city.  

These gradually growing encounters and involvement with Turkish people, 

cultural forms, etiquette, and language are not as smooth they seem, I need to underline. 

The Ottoman past, with all its so-called glory and relative comfort and privileges for the 

Muslim population of the empire, is also a cumbersome past. On more then several 

occasions, I have observed many Bosniaks, insinuatingly, teasingly, or sometimes 

directly, express their complaints about the Ottoman past in the country—“It is all 

because of you Turks, you know!” The emphasis is either on having been left behind, or 

the Ottomans’ having not converted the entire Orthodox and Catholic population of 
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Bosnia to Islam during their reign. Needless to say, nobody claims to be a convert; 

everybody’s ancestry comes from Anatolia, but they can never remember which town.68 

Imperial aura  

During his inauguration talk for the 2007 academic year, the former dean of the 

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at one of private Turkish universities in the city 

quotes an old Sarajevan man, his Bosniak friend, whom he had recently paid a visit. 

“Welcome!” his friend greeted him with wide open arms. “We have been waiting for you 

for a long time but you are a little bit late. Where have you been so far?” The dean was a 

professor of Mathematics with a passion for Bosnian history, a pious believer in and a 

devoted beneficent of Bosnia. (There is always a prayer rug at one of the corners of his 

room; He does pilgrimage to Srebrenica and Ajvaz Dedo every year, gives speeches at 

the university about Bosnian history, the Ottoman past, and the urgency of bringing 

Islamic law for Muslims of Europe, attends meetings at a dervish convent in old town 

Sarajevo, and organizes weekend treks to the mountains around the city for the university 

community.) His anecdote of that reproachful, warm, and promising welcoming remark 

concludes with a moral: “Some Muslims of Bosnia need us [the Turkish Muslims]. The 

Islamization of Bosnia started in the fifteenth century, but is not over yet; we here are on 

an important mission.”  

The dean’s statement is significant in terms of illustrating some Turks’ modality 

of engagement with Bosnia, the partial character of Bosniaks’ embracement of the Turks, 
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and the complexity of the frame of the beneficiary and/or missionary presence of Turks in 

Bosnia today. The contemporary revisionist readings and popular romantic approaches to 

the Ottoman past give preference to the period of the empire’s advance into the Balkans 

and its developmental stage, with a particular emphasis on the culture of tolerance during 

its reign. Nevertheless, the cumbersome history of Bosnian Muslims’ search for 

autonomy and having rebelled against the Porte in the second half of the century is 

silenced or treated as a historical accident in this account. In a similar vein, Bosniaks’ 

persistent claim of being European Muslims par excellence and autochthonous Muslims 

of Europe (unlike many other diasporic Muslim communities of Europe), and their 

peculiar history of being the citizens of a European empire (Austro-Hungarian) and 

experiences of a socialist past, are all bracketed out in the warm embrace of enthusiastic 

Turkish lovers of Bosnia and their Bosniak friends. The secular Muslim tradition of 

Bosnia that interprets Islam as the major ingredient of their cultural make up rather than 

an all encompassing social and political order does not intervene with this friendship. 

These intimate encounters and their related publics reinvigorate and stage some of the 

Ottoman past.  

New elbowroom for Muslims from Middle and Near East countries has been 

opened by the re-Islamization of the ways of life in Bosnia in the heat of the war, 

followed by the fragile status of peace and dire conditions of subsistence in the post-war 

period, as well as the rapprochement between the political and religious actors in Bosnia, 

namely, Islamska Zajednica (Islamic Community) and SDA (Stranka Demokratska 

Akcija, Party of Democratic Action) after the 1990s. In case of the neo-Ottomanist 
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Turkish Islamist community who stay in the city out of duty and benevolence, the issue 

who Islamizes whom in what particular ways is a matter of a much layered mimetic 

relationship that needs a sustained effort to make sense of. Nevertheless, within the 

confines of this work, I would like to focus briefly on the complexity of the relationship 

of benevolence. In the case of IUS (International University of Sarajevo), for instance, 

one of the new private Turkish universities in the city, most of the enrolled students are 

from Turkey. They are mostly Islamic high school graduates who pursue a university 

degree they otherwise could barely attain in their own country: according to Turkish 

regulations their university education is limited to only pursuing a degree in theology. If 

they choose to pursue a degree other than theology, their central university exam scores 

are subject to a substantial deduction. The exam is extremely competitive, making it next 

to impossible for them to score high enough to enroll in the degrees they want. Besides, 

headscarves are still prohibited at Turkish universities, a fact that explains the high 

number of Turkish female students’ enrollment. The former dean’s address to these 

Turkish students as missionaries is the manifestation of myriads of displacements and 

missing terms of reciprocities in Bosnia today.  

I don’t know what the professor of Mathematics talked about with his old Bosniak 

friend during his visit, but I could not help but picture the scene in my mind as one of the 

urban Sarajevan male performances of courtliness in Ottoman mannerisms to a Turkish 

professor from Istanbul. Sarajevans, especially men, deftly switch codes of language 

(they call it Turcizam for the use of the old Ottoman Turkish words in Bosnian) and 

etiquette (greeting with the right hand crossed on the left part of the chest over the heart 

208

  



instead of handshaking, for instance) when they meet a Turkish man of importance and 

age. Every Sarajevan urbanite has in his or her repertoire greetings69 in English, French, 

German, or Italian. Nevertheless, greeting a Turkish dignitary is always bathed in the 

mélange of imperial aura and a poetics of masculinity.  Turkish men usually take these 

mannerisms as their just share of the Ottoman legacy distributed by the hand of well-

mannered Bosniaks; they enjoy it.  

Turkish desires to be culturally, politically, and economically active in ex-

Ottoman geographies first manifested with the collapse of the Soviet Union. The rhetoric 

of “historical intimacy” with the post-Soviet Turkic republics motivated some Turkish 

politicians, businessmen, and beneficiaries to search for venues to regain power in 

regions the Empire lost some hundred years ago. Nevertheless, Turkey’s own problems 

of accession to Europe soon became tangible, and their involvement has become limited 

to non-governmental educational, cultural activities, and economics.  

The protracted, institutionalized Turkish presence in Bosnia today is partly due to 

the accumulation of this sustained desire. Although some Islamic actors seemed to be the 

main protagonists of this neo-Ottomanist imaginary, the interest in the things Ottoman in 

contemporary Turkey is much wider. It ranges from a charged interest in Ottoman 

paraphernalia, art, and architecture to scholarly, literary, and journalistic research, 

memoirs, and biographies of the last members of the Ottoman dynasty. Decades of the 

unresolved “Kurdish question” and unsettled accounts of secularism in Turkey have 
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community. Therefore, each Sarajevan spends a deliberate labor in greeting especially people whom they 
do not encounter much in their daily lives.  

  



created an urge to look at the Ottoman past with a new curiosity. Meanwhile, since the 

1980s, newly accumulated economic, political, and social capital has generated new life-

worlds, markets, and friends. The Ottoman past that has been subject to deliberate 

effacement, especially in the foundational years of the modern Turkish Republic, has 

returned with new rhetoric, capital, and agents.  

In 2007, when the professor of Mathematics was making his inauguration talk, 

Turkey was the tenth country on the list of the top investor countries in Bosnia, following 

Austria, Serbia, Slovenia, Croatia, Switzerland, Germany, Russia, Netherlands, and 

Italy.70 Although the Turkish investment in Bosnia is increasing gradually,71, Turkey is 

still far beyond the other foreign or ex-Yugoslav investors, a fact disproportionate with 

the social space it occupies both in the city and in the national imaginary and sentiments 

of some Turks and Bosniaks in Bosnia.  

Mehter Takimi (the Ottoman military band) launched a big public concert Mosus 

Pjegamberov (Birth of the Prophet) at Kosevo Stadium, Sarajevo, in July 2008. The band 

walked in with its peculiar choreography (to pause at every third step while turning to the 

side) playing their music with the brass band drums, with cavalry riding horses decorated 

in Ottoman flags. They were followed by around a hundred religious men dressed in long 

black gowns and wearing white turbans. The full moon was yellowish and the full 

stadium welcomed them with big applause. Turkish, Bangladeshi, and Pakistani guest 
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70 FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) position and performance reports of FIPA (Foreign Investment 
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71 Signing of the Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA) with the European Union in 2008 that 
enabled the establishment of the free trade zones between B-H and the European Union that means no 
custom tariffs and quantity limitations in goods between the two, had a great impact in the increase of 
Turkish investment in Bosnia.  

  

http://www.fipa.gov.ba/local_v2/default.asp


singers in the concert mostly sang religious songs in their own language, sometimes in 

Bosnian. Bosnian theatre artists, some non-Muslim, recited poetic, spiritual, and religious 

texts. The Ottoman past, a contemporary connectedness with the International Islamic 

community, and a supra-ethnic Bosnianness were all presented at a single event. Soon 

after, some secular Bosniaks were to cast their severe criticism on the Ottoman accent 

and quality of the music under the name of “Islamic kitsch.”  

Not too different from the Ottoman policy concerning Bosnia in the second half 

of the century, the contemporary Turkish policy mainly targets educational and cultural 

affairs along with some economic investments. In the wake of the Empire’s collapse and 

retreat from the Balkans, the Porte chose a diplomatic channel to handle the issue of 

Bosnia’s Muslims with the new ruler, the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Porte’s primary 

motive was to discourage possible mass-migrations, keep the Muslim presence in the 

region, and maintain some influence in Bosnia. Their main areas of influence were the 

autonomy of religious affairs, the administration of vakifs (Muslim charitable 

institutions), the maintenance of sharia (Islamic law) courts, and land ownership. 

Ultimately, these concessions were in perfect sync with the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s 

Bosnia policy, the main principles of which were to curb Catholic and Serb nationalisms, 

to gradually modify Muslim institutions in accordance with standard Habsburg 

administrative practices, and to promote the country’s Muslim populations as the primary 

agents of Bosnjanstvo (Bosnianness), the envisioned supra-ethnic territorial identity. The 

Ottoman suzerainty continued until the annexation of Bosnia to Austria in 1908 and was 

sealed into territorial cut off by the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913 (Pinson 1996; Karpat 
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2004). Bosnian Muslims felt the Ottoman Empire betrayed them (Friedman 1996);72 their 

laborious task of maintaining communal distinctiveness under different regimes and with 

different emphases (national, regional, religious) had begun.  

Today, Bosniaks’ modality of engagement with Turks in the city and in their 

address books is conditioned not only by ambivalence to the cumbersome Ottoman past, 

but also by the deep and fresh memory of the recent conflict. “What if war breaks out 

again?” is a suspended, silenced question that bothers every Bosnian, let alone Bosniaks. 

The lack of a protectorate state -- in other words, not having access to another citizenship 

like Croats and Serbs -- adds up to Bosniaks’ anxiety (and hospitality towards their 

Turkish friends). Drawing on the 2010 reports of the Gallup Balkan Monitor Focus on 

Bosnia as Brankovic (2011) details, 5% of Bosnian Croats and 86% of Bosniaks were 

against the idea of further dividing Bosnia, whereas 61% of Serbs stated that they would 

support such a plan. The same report indicates another interesting result concerning the 

difference of identification with their place of residence. 62% of Bosnian Serbs claimed a 

‘very strong’ or ‘extremely strong’ identification with the Republika Srpska, 11% of 

Bosnian Croats empathized strongly with the Federation, whereas, sadly enough, 

Bosniaks were the only group where significant percentage of respondents (46%) 

identified with their country, Bosnia and Herzegovina. The same differential attitude 

concerning national identification reflects itself in the issue of which national team to 

supprt at international sports events. The majority of Bosniaks (94%) said they would 
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me about Turks “selling” the Bosnian Muslims once upon a time and adding that it is a documented 
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compensation payment to Ottomans for abandoning its right in Bosnia with $10 million under the name of 
“compensation for public lands in the lost province” (Friedman 1996:85).  

  



root for their country, while 71% of Bosnian Croats declared they would support Croatia 

and 88% of Serbs said they would stand behind their national team.  

Although Bosniaks constantly complain about the international presence in their 

country, the inefficiency of the OHR (Office of High Representative) and foreign NGO 

workers during and after the war, and curse UN forces, they are clandestinely afraid of 

being left behind and on their own. Friends’ and relatives’ names in the address book 

gain additional value through silenced yet tangible fears of the likelihood of another 

catastrophe. Most of the Bosniaks from Sarajevo conveyed to me that they would just 

leave the country immediately if they were given time, should “such a thing” happen 

again. Therefore, Turkey and Turkish connections seem to be the most plausible option 

for many Bosniaks today. Most of the urban middle class and professional Sarajevans do 

not speak the foreign languages (except for some Russian, promoted by school curricula 

during the former Yugoslavia) needed to continue their professions in Western countries; 

however, they invest intensively for their children to learn multiple languages. Turkish is 

becoming one of their choices, whereas English is definitively the most popular, followed 

by Italian and Arabic.  

The likelihood of moving to Turkey one day, if necessary, has become a matter of 

nervous jokes and clandestine research into the cost of living in Istanbul, the city’s real 

estate and rentals, the likelihood of being able to learn the language well enough, etc. 

Those Sarajevans who are closely engaged with Turkish culture and language hardly ever 

express their interest as an accumulation of cultural and social capital that might allow 

them to move to Turkey one day. It is rather expressed as one of the contemporary 
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requirements of cosmopolitanism—“It is always good to learn languages!” Most of them 

refer to their or their relatives’ or friends’ refugee experiences abroad during the war as 

biti svjetsi covjek (being a citizen of the world),. The phrase stretches over all the dire 

conditions and maltreatment they may have experienced. Those who returned to Bosnia 

brought with them residual sensibilities, habits, languages, professional skills, and 

diplomas (degrees from Malaysia, Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, and Turkey) from 

the countries where they took refuge, and no less importantly, an urgent and vital sense 

that cultural capital might let them survive anywhere in the world. Svjetski covjek belongs 

nowhere and everywhere -- not much different from some ordinary middle class 

Sarajevans’ nervous summertime vacation experiences.  

Cumbersome Summertime Travels 

Summer vacations are statements; they not only declare class status, but also 

reveal politically cumbersome attachments and clandestine desires. Istanbul, Turkish 

beaches, and Dalmatian coasts are the most popular travel spots that Sarejevo’s tourism 

agencies advertise and sell.  “I was at the seaside” and “I was in Istanbul” are 

summertime declarations of the year’s hardly achieved normalcy. Interestingly enough, 

spending summer vacations in Neum (Bosnia’s only beach, 15 miles of shore in Adriatic 

Sea) is never mentioned as being “at the seaside.” The expression is primarily reserved 

for Dalmatian coasts, without a second thought. Going to Neum for a vacation is a low-

key yet significant statement, the audacity of which has a different valence from going to 

Dalmatia or Istanbul and the Turkish coast. It is a relatively humble vacation for its 

cheapness, size, and almost exclusively Bosnian visitors. But it is a statement. It implies 
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coming to terms with the country’s offerings as they are. The experience is expressed 

mostly in hyperbolic superlatives and gestures that cast a shadow on their truthfulness; 

yet they are not subject to tangible critical inquisitions as is the case with other mundane 

narrations of summer journeys. There is a certain prestige in embracing Bosnia as it is, be 

it humbly, be it indispensably. Most of the time the audience empathizes with the 

sentiment and cooperates; they exchange, build, and buttress the intimate knowledge of 

the tiny, porous, and nervous border between a complaint and disloyalty.  

The Dalmatian coast sometimes draws ex-Yugoslavians who use the space for 

summertime gatherings. These are semi-clandestine meetings. They are old habits with 

their own emotional challenges. Bosniaks cannot help comparing and feeling bad about 

the relative prosperity of Croatia while hiding markers of their Muslimness most of the 

time. From the way they look and talk, nobody can tell easily who is a Bosnian Muslim, 

Croat, or Serb. However, there are certain expressions they avoid using publicly and they 

abstain calling each other by their names loudly; so, they pass. If they don’t, then it is 

very likely that they will have nervous encounters with Serbian waiters and summertime 

employees all around the coast. Some return with anecdotes of disputes over the 

temporary ownership of a spot on the beach, insinuations, shooting matches, or 

cumbersome jokes about their conduct with ex-Yu citizens. Sometimes things go well 

and they return with some new non-Muslim names in their address books and faces in the 

group photos. I have never heard them maintaining these connections, and don’t know 

which of the photos I was shown on the small screens of digital cameras survived the 

selection process to be stored in “my pictures” folders on their computers. This digitally 
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mediated sense of ephemerality looses its contours vis-à-vis the difficulty of sustaining 

the summertime intimacies, not to mention the intimate and destitute recognition of the 

semi-permeable borders among the people of the ex-Yugoslavia. The intimate sense that 

“things will never be the same again” has a life of its own beyond and after the war, 

resisting the borders and “ethnification of territories and territorialized ethnicities” 

(Gagnon 2004:21). Summertime, virtual space, and neglected lines in the address books 

build the reign of acceptance and forgetting while keeping in touch.   

Visiting Turkey and Istanbul, regardless of its cost and torment, is always 

declared to be “fabulous.” But the Turkish beaches have peculiar demands. Unlike 

Croatian beaches, they are usually encircled by private hotels and café/bar/restaurants, 

where one needs to pay on an hourly or daily basis for a chaise long or for stretching out 

a beach towel. Privatization also means not being allowed to bring one’s own food. 

Bosnians get nervous. Their socialist Yugoslav pedagogies have difficulty in grasping the 

wild contemporary dimensions of the market economy and privatization in Turkey. 

Coffee, tea, Bosporus, desserts, gyro, and everything else are euqually expensive in 

Istanbul. A rich breakfast at a friend’s or a relative’s place in Sarajevo keeps visitors 

energetic till noon, while a Turkish bagel with sesame provides barely enough energy for 

long afternoon hours of wandering around the city. Commuting takes time; the relatives 

are always in the remote neighborhoods of the city.  

In between inquiries about work conditions in Istanbul, the likelihood of sending 

children for a college education, questions about the prices of apartments, and research 

into the legal conditions of Bosnian diplomas’ accreditation or getting Turkish 
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citizenship, visitors laugh at bitter, self-deprecating jokes about the (Bosnian) immigrant 

experiences in Turkey. Their laughter is nervously charged with the likelihood of having 

to leave Bosnia one day, while Turkey does not seem to be an easy alternative either.  

They get some pieces of clothes sometimes, dry okra many times, and a hookah 

for sure. It becomes a mnemonic device of their summer trip while adding an Oriental 

and Ottoman touch to the home decorum. There is something safely distant yet intimate 

about keeping a hookah as an ornament at home. It builds the same intimate space as that 

of framing an engagement with Turkish language, people, and cultural forms as one of 

the contemporary requirements of cosmopolitanism or “world citizenship.” It deftly 

erases the intimate labor invested in the cumbersome, nervous, subtle, and diligent 

inquiries of the conditions of life in Istanbul, making it a trip like any other, and Bosniaks 

as tourists slightly more intimate then the others. “We had such a fabulous time and 

Turkey is a great country” declares the hookah from the visible corner of the guestrooms. 

And the anecdotes are always handy, especially to tell to some Croat friends from the 

work place.  

Photos in front of palaces, in the resplendent Oriental atmosphere of the Grand 

Bazaar, and at crowded coffee tables with Turkish friends and relatives are definitely in 

the “my pictures” folders. They are reproduced on compact discs and distributed to the 

parties involved, while some shelves at home host the printed and framed photos of the 

Istanbul trip for some time.  
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Chapter 8: Countryside Scenes and Numbers about Bosnia 
     
Statistical facts about Bosnia leak into domestic interiorities from the TV screen 

through images of country life. A choice of greenery on the TV screen is not simply a 

narrative strategy but a fact that thematically converges two important issues in the 

country: survival and the future. The most devastating effects of the collapse of 

Yugoslavia and war are tangible in the countryside. So far I have been writing about 

relatively better off middle class Sarajevans; however, scenes of poverty and deprivation 

due to problems of infrastructure, lack of social services, and political matters invade the 

living rooms of Sarajevans through TV programs. Whatever the intended frames of those 

programs, the lack of a young population, steals the ground in scenes of public places 

populated by children, unemployed people, retired men, and worn buildings. Greenery 

and nature are not only a background or context where the drama of poverty is usually 

staged, but are systematically conveyed as being the primary potential for conditions of 

survival in the future of Bosnia. Films for touristic consumption, music clips, 

documentary programs on devastated or promising lives, and the promotion of nature as a 

primary resource and economy of the country all evoke and manifest nature as the natural 

setting for survival. Local TV channels constantly promote apiculture, fruit growing, 

gardening, dairy, and cheese making, while billboards on the sides of the roads show 

their bigger and glossier than life images under the title of invitation to food fairs that 

take place every other week in some town nearby. For ordinary Sarajevans who 

constantly refer to their “normal life” before the war, these country scenes and activities 

are slightly better versions of their siege experiences, usually framed as the “Middle Age 
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in Europe at the end of the 20th century.” The new Bosnian citizen as promoted and 

visualized on the media is a person who goes to the countryside and does his best with 

the resources nature provides him; he is called snalazljiv covjek (resourceful man); or he 

is addressed as a spectator-citizen who is called to witness and relate himself with the 

poverty scenes, or addressed for loving everything local in his country and attaching 

himself to the geography, history, and different lives in his country. One famous reality 

show depicts celebrities temporarily playing at survival by meeting basic needs and 

subsistence in nature. In all cases, nature, survival, and scenes of a stateless community 

crosscut the possible frames of consumption and experience gradually imposing their 

normalizing and naturalizing protocol. This is a depiction of media images of the 

countryside, survival, and the likelihood of real or imaginary lives without a state, along 

with some numerical facts on Bosnia.  

    *****   

During Yugoslavia times, Bosnians consumed products made in Slovenia or 

Croatia without giving a second thought they were consuming something that did not 

belong to them, or that they were not capable of producing. War shattered the economy, 

and they had to face the fact that Bosnia was not a producer of many things. While it was 

hard for Bosnians to accept that they were incapable of producing their primary needs, 

the vitality of self-sufficiency was a more recent bitter experience. According to 

Estandardforum Bosnia reports:  

 
GDP in Bosnia plunged by 73.7% and per capita income 
descended 65.9% between 1990 and 1995. It was not until 
2004 that the GDP (measured in current US Dollars) 
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surpassed its 1990 level. During the war, unemployment 
soared (42.6% at present), the black market burgeoned, the 
infrastructure was severely damaged, agriculture 
production plunged, many factories were destroyed and 1.8 
million people were displaced (either internally or in other 
countries). Much of the economic recovery that has 
occurred following the end of the war is the result of 
massive foreign assistance, which has helped rebuild the 
infrastructure. Since the Dayton Agreement, BH has 
received $15 billion in foreign aid. [2010: 5] 

 
Before the war, Bosnia’s primary industrial strength was military, in sync with it 

being a base for JNA (Jugoslovenska Nacionalna Armija, National Army of Yugoslavia). 

They did not produce many other marketable items. After the war, Bosnia has become 

even more dependant on foreign support and imports. The increase in food import is 

especially tangible since the arable lands are small (19.6%), inefficient, and mostly used 

for private farming. A February 2010 USAID Report on agriculture notes that:  

 
 The climactic and geographic conditions in BH do not generally 

suit large scale mechanized production of crops. Moreover, land 
holdings are generally small and fragmented. Individuals having 
access to land often do not have technical knowledge of modern 
methods, crop protection and fertilizers. As a result of that 
agriculture since the end of the war has tended to be subsistence 
rather than market oriented.  

 
  This mountainous country does not have many options besides animal husbandry 

and milk yield. Livestock production constitutes one-third of the agricultural output (and 

Bosnia is one of the top countries in Europe for coronary diseases). Although the milk 

industry is heavily subsidized by the state and has a minimum price guarantee, they still 

need to import milk from Germany and Serbia. According to the World Bank (2010) 

report, this situation is a result of one of the myriads of “market failures.” Nevertheless, it 
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is a major “failure” since milk is the major sustenance for many déclassé Bosnians, a fact 

they mostly hide from sight but that is publicly declared, sometimes on glossy, bold 

billboards.  

A billboard on the main street of the city, for instance, advertising Sarajevsko 

Pivo (beer), a new private American School of Business, Donkafe (a coffee brand), or an 

Audi car, with photos of people whose joy is mediated by products, might be followed by 

a billboard advertising milk, promising joy mediated by a loaf of bread. The images 

inundate the corner of the eye as parts of a film reel let loose from the projector. The milk 

ads usually have a picture of a cow, green pastures, mountains, and a river. The bread 

intervenes badly in pastoral purity, but nature always sells. These overused visual 

components aim to naturalize milk and the desire for it. Nevertheless, the ads leave no 

space for desire except for its spatial proximity to other objects of desire. The bread is an 

unmediated and aggrandized image of some lonely old person’s table dinner in my 

neighborhood, or the main content of the plastic bag of a pensioner who starts begging on 

the streets by the second half of the month when pensions run short. Sometimes one 

cannot tell a tram inspector from an old begging man in a suit, nor tell the pictures of 

poverty from the promise of pastoral simplicity in this city.   

Greenery and pasture is the country’s signature asset. Tourism emerges as the 

most plausible source of income in the coming years. Half of the city is covered in trees, 

and the greenery and pasture leaks into Sarajevans’ daily lives trough TV channels as 

well. Some programs show young, energetic, and good-looking people river rafting, 

skiing, and mountain trekking; they are called tourists (internal or external), in other 
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words, people who have good enough jobs to have leisure time. In a series of films 

introducing Bosnia by the acclaimed Sarajevan director Pijer Zalica, needless to say, all 

the people are happy, friendly, well dressed, working gaily, and resting peacefully and in 

company that is in sync with the greenery and the soundtrack. The film’s logo is “Enjoy 

Bosnia!” and pops up several times a day on the screen of each single Bosnian household 

watching TV. There are also popular music clips that use greenery as an immutable part 

of medieval and peaceful images of Bosnia. These are the romantic and color saturated 

images of the times when religion was not conflated with ethnic identities; they convey 

the popular and deeply believed claim concerning the unity and integrity of Bosnia, 

before the empires and Yugoslavias. In these visual and aesthetic allusions to the 

medieval kingdom of Bosnia, women have long white dresses and men wear white 

tunics; they can play lyres and flutes, and sing in the pastoral atmosphere of the country 

that might include peaceful lambs. They look asexual, whereas the rock version of this 

pastoral image is a sepia-colored cassette covers or music video clip that includes a dusty 

road or brownish river in the greenery. There is either an abandoned truck or a rusty old 

tank ship anchored at the side of a river. They barely include a human being, and if so he 

is looking with desperately dead eyes around him; he is the last witness of the 

unidentifiable and anonymous piece of earth he happened to land on that looks like 

Bosnia.  

Bosnian greenery, mountains, and rivers also flourish in documentaries. Positivna 

Geografija (Positive Geography) by Nisvet Dzanko and U Ime Naroda (In the Name of 

the Nation) by Josip Pejakovic are two weekly programs that provide visual and narrative 
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surveys of lives from the countryside. Both of them go to a different village or town each 

week and take time to talk with people. Although they have different agendas to 

document and different narrative frames, these documentaries share the common feature 

of addressing the “geography” or the “nation” beyond ethnic divisions.   

Dzanko’s program shows people who made lives slightly above survival. They 

are either people who could make a living somewhere else but chose to stay in their town 

or village, or who have relatively better conditions of living than those around them. One 

of the program’s primary agendas is to portray the country’s layered social and historical 

texture as something to be enjoyed and taken care of. While the program does not 

document complaints, reproaches, or poverty, most of its ‘positive’ content refers to 

taking care of the values of the past, be they Ottoman, Habsburg, or Yugoslav. A retired 

fireman who takes care of a fire engine brought by the Austro-Hungarians in the 19th 

century; a miller who has kept the mill as a family tradition for generations; a president of 

a backgammon club who introduces their town’s “dynamic and modern” style of playing 

for 30 years; an eccentric motorcycle repairer whose garden-atelier is a museum of 

motorcycles from Yugoslavia times, etc. Nevertheless, a sense of abandonment pervades 

the frame. The lack of a future comes from the scarcity of young people and the absence 

of solid investment in the countryside.  

According to the Youth Information Agency’s 2010 findings, nearly 100,000 

young people have left Bosnia and Herzegovina since 2006. Nearly three quarters of 

youth declared they would prefer living abroad, and one third of the population is 

younger then 30. According to the UNDP 2009 report, one fifth of the households live 
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below the poverty line. The monthly minimum wage is $244 and the gross average 

monthly wage is $881. While the unemployment rate is highest in the region (42.6%), it 

is important to remember that many people earn their living in the large informal 

economy and that the support of diaspora is also crucial. Of course, young people who 

have temporary jobs or are employed off the books do not have any social security or 

health insurance.  

U Ime Naroda by Bosniaks’ beloved Bosnian Catholic and theatre artist Josip 

Pejakovic shares the same approach with Pozitivna Geografija in the sense of profiling 

people’s lives from the countryside regardless of their ethnic and religious belonging. 

Every week it portrays several, mostly elderly, fallen and desolate lives. The greenery of 

the villages that Pejakovic visits does not cheer these life stories. The huge unresolved 

problem of infrastructure in the countryside declares itself in the broadcast area of BHT 

(Bosnia-Herzegovina Television) every Thursday night. The dental problem of most of 

the villagers who lack at least several teeth never becomes a matter of their friendly 

complaints about the urgent problems of not having water and electricity, or the dire 

conditions of daily survival. Their sense of abandonment and lack of a future, apparently, 

do not extend to their teeth.73   

 These two programs are among several that have been running continuously for 

some time in the country. Their attempt to use media to foster the national imaginary and 

a sense of belongingness and connectedness with the countryside seem to be working 
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most efficiently for the secluded towns and villages the programs document rather than 

the capital. Middle class Sarajevans have cultivated a finely tuned habit of turning their 

heads from the pain, especially when it is so close to home.74 Each middle class 

Sarajevan who has a relatively solid income and health insurance has several dependants, 

or feels deeply insecure about losing her fragile security and standards at any moment, 

much less being able to extend them to her offspring. Besides, in this closely-knit 

community, everybody is more likely to provide help or support primarily to her or his 

family members than to the neighbors and friends.  

Pejakovic’s program is not only significant for exposing rural poverty, but also 

for its consistent attention to the lack of a proper state and its services. People whose dire 

conditions are aired “In the Name of the Nation” mostly complain about the inefficiency 

of the state and malfunctioning municipalities, but there is never a direct hint or an open 

request for help from the citizens of Bosnia. In that sense, it does not share the liberal 

frame of the “Positive Geography” underlying the importance of individual initiatives 

and communal support. The state services and/or the international organizations’ 

donations share the same valence in the narrative frame of the complaints mediated by 

Pejakovic’s presence.  Corruption of political authorities and donations not finding their 

intended parties are the major explicit or implicit focus of those complaints. The 

program’s major emotional frame mixes state/international donations-corruption-poverty 

with the sad tone of helplessness and implicit shame. Each instance of poverty through a 
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manifestation of negligence is a very nervous one; they laugh to death.  

  



lack of basic infrastructure, health, education, and means of mobility stages a scene of the 

lack of stately attention. The state is evoked by complaints.  

Pejakovic lets the camera linger a long time on people’s faces after they cry out or 

finish their complaints. He communicates his own speechless and angry Yugoslav and 

Bosnian persona along with people’s helplessness while attempting to evoke shame and 

responsibility on spectators and the state. But who will take on the shame and 

responsibility in Bosnia is a big question, especially when everyone feels destitute, 

unfortunate, insecure, and most importantly, clandestinely without much hope for future. 

There is always an exit route through the emotional modality of anger with its 

collectively shared sitting target: politicians.  

The uninviting survival and peace of apiculturists, cheesemakers, gardeners, and 

diary-men; toothless complaints of poverty about life and state; unconvincing signs, 

sounds, and words of life of the retired men in youth-less and jobless towns; the sexless 

figures of the colorful medieval greenery of the pop music clips; the human-less, pale, 

and apocalyptic aesthetics of rock images; and the nation-less joy of the internal and 

external tourist gangs in travel films, all constitute different but complementary 

refractions of country life as the most consistent share-holder of reality. Therefore, it is 

not an accident that the most conspicuously popular form of country life that is staged on 

the screen is the reality show, Farma (Farm). The voluntary struggle for survival of 

celebrities from all the post-Yugoslav republics are screened around the clock on 

Croatian and Serb channels and are widely popular among Bosnian publics as well. The 

modality of talk about celebrities’ daily struggles to carry water, catch a fish from a river, 
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get a chicken, make bread, chat in candle light, sing, get drunk, eat, fight, etc. is different 

from talk about other Bosnian programs with or without countryside. Unlike publicly 

conveyed, sentimental protocols of proper citizenship faced with internal poverty, such as 

anger, pity, and sighs, conversations about Farma usually distance the viewer from the 

program by claiming that others were watching, or having accidentally seen the scenes 

and events. Nobody claims spectatorship, while the program is at the top of the ratings.  

Here are the offerings from the official website: No electricity or electronic 

devices. Water is taken from 100 meter deep well. Sleep on wooden beds. No toilet 

paper. Celebrity farmers are fed with local products such as cow milk, vegetables, fruit, 

and chickens. One hundred days in a village for a reward of 100,000 Euros. One possible 

explanation for the program’s high ratings is that it puts mixed ex-Yugoslav community 

together again (as do a few other programs as well). The plot accomplishes what an 

ordinary Bosnian does in her watching experience everyday. It can also be interpreted as 

one of the instances of what Macek (2007) calls “imitation of life” (P.55) for the 

explosion of cultural life and engagement with art during the siege in Sarajevo. 

Nevertheless, Farma’s distinctive features from other cultural forms and practices that 

bring the post-Yugoslav communities together, or other practices of conveying a sense of 

normalcy, is its promotion of the stateless order of communal life in their struggle for 

survival. Watching people who have  bodies, a future, teeth, sexuality, and jobs is a space 

of attunement with new kinds of life, regardless of the frames or motives of celebrities’ 

joining Farma, such as “choice,” “competition,” “experience,” “money,” “more fame,” 

“fun,” or “voluntary confinement.” 
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Drawing on Sloterdijk’s(1983) work, Zizek (1989), in “Sublime Object of 

Ideology,” points to the role of irony as a significant modality of engagement with the 

state fantasy. Akin to the role that “interactive passivity” plays in conventionalizing a 

certain set of beliefs and practices (“it is not me who is praying but my grandma” or “it is 

not me who is watching but my neighbor or office mate”), the ironic or almost ludic 

frame of Farma and the dominant modality of engagement with its scenes, rumors, and 

stories through others’ gazes points to the peculiarity of the psychic mechanisms the 

show evokes and displays. It sets survival, life composed of basic needs, as a contingency 

to be consumed clandestinely, ironically, or from the corner of the eye. An unedited 

version of the real that leaves a space for a personal choice for attunement with protocols 

of Nature, and engagement with survival struggles and imagining a stateless communal 

life as a temporary state of affair, Farma promotes a new life that Bosnians already know 

and learn day by day. In all cases, nature, survival, and scenes of a stateless community 

crosscut possible frames of consumption gradually imposing its normalizing and 

naturalizing protocol.                     
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Chapter 9: On the Radio: Accented Sounds of  
Displacement, Longing, and Abandonment 

 
For most Sarajevans the city will never be the same again. The destruction is not 

limited to the material and urban landscape and loss of lives, but war-related population 

displacements and migrations that had a tremendous impact on their mundane lives. 

Demographically speaking, about 90,000 internally displaced people from other parts of 

Bosnia came to the city while witnessing the exodus of around 240,000 of its dwellers. 

While a majority of Serbs left the town, the Bosniaks’ share of the population increased 

from 50% of the pre-war time to its contemporary 87% ratio.  

Among the old settlers of Sarajevo, a sense of feeling strange in their own town is 

very common. A sense of loss due to migration of community members is doubled with 

the sense of disturbance of the arrival of dosli (newcomers) to the city. Tension due to 

cultural rifts between the old and new settlers is tangible. Daily life is inundated with 

myriads of instances when old settlers claim ownership of the core values of the city, 

such as civility, cosmopolitanism, relative wealth, a carefree attitude, and low religiosity.  

 This part depicts the impact of this demographic change through radio sounds and 

the possible scenes, and talks those sounds evoke in the kitchen. Radio is an inalienable 

part of the sonorous texture of the kitchen that sometimes sets the moods and terms of the 

chats.  Elderly people’s voices on the quiz, their non-Sarajevan accents, songs dedicated 

to beloveds living afar manifests a sense of abandonment, displacement and the related 

ambivalent feelings manifesting itself in the scattered anecdotes, and pieces of 

information about the diasporic members of the community and sense of estrangement. 

229

  



Diaspora members’ help to their families is very crucial for the economic sustenance of 

the significant portion of the population of Bosnia whereas encounters and get-togethers 

with them is a stage for intense feelings evoked by insecurities about the possibility of 

future and present sense of loss in the country. 

 

      ***** 

The sense of something is not in its place manifests itself tangibly in the ‘acoustic 

space’ of the house. Less human voice or decreased volume of the utterances make us 

hear the sounds the objects and the bodies emit louder. The usual creaks of the wooden 

steps that announce Sanela’s coming down from the living room upstairs is not mellowed 

down by the sound of the radio coming from the kitchen nor by the sound of the TV from 

the uncle’s room at those times. One is lacking already; she calls Samira loudly to 

announce my coming. I need to compensate her warning tone with my over-explanation, 

‘no need, please, let her in peace. I have just dropped by and won’t be staying long 

anyway.’ From that moment on we start countdown. Running the second tour of coffee is 

a bare possibility but who knows.  

The radio being off in the kitchen means a lot. We need other people’s voices at 

the background or even at the foreground sometimes. It is part of the kitchen habits, it 

delineates the vocal borders of our intimate talks, sets the mood, pace, and the content of 

the talk sometimes.  

She likes commenting on the songs the Radio Vrh Bosna or Stari Grad (her 

favorite channels) plays. It provides her a stage to perform her special talent for music 
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(always regretful for not channeling it to a professional chore) and a sustained attention to 

music (‘of all kinds,’ she would add). ‘Vrh Bosna is the channel of the Croatian lobby’, 

once she explained with a certain tone of both resent and nonchalance. ‘But they play 

nice songs, zabavne (pop music) from our ages (means, her and her much elder sisters’ 

youth)’ she added. Paul Anka, Doris Day, Elvis Presley, Perry Como, etc. are some of 

them. ‘Radio Stari Grad is just a normal Bosnian radio’, she underlined on several 

occasions, ‘since it plays every kind of music and especially very good, old Sevdalinke.’  

It is not all about music, of course. Accented boredom of the other retired and 

lonely people deserves honorable mention as well. I am talking about the listeners who 

join the programs on live in order the request a song. They are in the form of a quiz. A 

name of a song the first tunes of which are played would be a typical question. Whoever 

gives the correct answer first, wins. A couple of minutes to talk on the radio and a song to 

request are the expected rewards. But that’s not what all the fun is about. Sometimes we 

hear the loser listener asking for another chance to respond followed by the exclamations 

of frustration when rejected. The anchor hangs up with fast words of good wishes and 

words of encouragement to join the on live program again. We rarely hear the last words 

of the frustrated loser of the show since the music, the program, and the quiz must go on 

in its own pace, which is definitely faster then that of the old, retired, presumably lonely 

voices perishing on the other edge of the line. There are survivors and winners as well. 

Their brief, determined and correct answers do not necessarily save them from the 

anchors’ persistent and professional decision to get most out of the call either. I mean to 

make some fuss out of the voice, accent, and local expressions. If nothing, technological 
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literacy is the safest bet for the amusement. The anchor can ask the caller to turn down 

the voice of the radio behind since its signals interfere with the phone call. The best 

answer or behavior for the show’s sake is not to understand the requirement right away. 

There comes the opportunity for the anchor’s petit lecture on media literacy, ‘the signals 

of the phone interfere with that of the radio, Madam. We have to turn the voice of radio 

down or off even better, while talking to the station, the program of which we are 

listening to.’  At the moment, it sounds like it is one of the top requirements of the 

civility, something about public manners we need to learn sooner the better.  

The mannered voice of the anchor gets even more condescending and teasing 

when the caller is an old woman, which is the case most of the time.  They are often 

asked to repeat a word or a local expression they use between the names they request a 

song for. Songs are for their relatives most of the time that are all around Bosnia and in 

far distant countries quite many times. The more names they list in order, the more they 

become derelict in our eyes. For one moment we feel secure and warm in each other’s 

company and enjoy our self-styled ‘coolness’ in the conviction that our desolation would 

never be a part of a radio show. Then the names come, one after another. For my sister-

in-law Dzemila who lives in Switzerland, for my cousin Mahir who is in New Zeland 

now, and for my old neighbor Zijneta who is on a visit to her sister’s in Norway (towns 

are never or rarely specified)… The accent does not belong to the lady anymore but 

comes across all the names she lists within a single stroke of a breath. Names that could 

be and, some of which are, the names of our friends, families, and neighbors. The 

juxtaposition of Norway and Zijneta, Mahir and New Zeland, Dzemila and Switzerland 

232

  



sounds like a vocal distortion that no kind of literacy, manner or know-how could ever 

straighten up. Sense of abandonment has an accent but apparently not bigger then the 

awkwardness the phonetic dissonance the names of beloveds in foreign countries 

connote.  

The accented boredom of the lonely old women has a voice that evokes images 

and stories that spill over to the song following the song; no matter if it comes from the 

voice of famous Hanka Paldum, or it tells about a hopeless love affair sung in the 

composed and smooth voice of Zaim Imamovic or Nada Mamula (legendary Sevdalinke 

singers) as if they are whispering something into the ear of a friend or tell a story over a 

coffee during a heart-to-heart talk, or if it is in the form of the sharp sounds of those 

novo-komponovano (“newly composed” versions of Sevdalinke and folk songs, the 

composition of which accentuates the harmonica and the drums and needs a louder and 

harsher singing). Half of the population having left the country during and after the war is 

an accent that befalls on everything around. On us around the kitchen table; on the names 

the old lady lists; on their next door neighbor Dzevad whose daughters live in Germany 

now; on Turna Mata (their cat) and her kitten who went to Germany with one of 

Dzevad’s daughters (nobody knows its name); on the broken refrigerator in the kitchen 

that awaits its repairman, etc.  

Sometimes the towns are specified though. If the song an old lady asks for is for 

her beloved across the Atlantic, let’s say Vancouver, she cannot help but calculate the 

time distance between Bosnia and Vancouver. It would be a big entertainment for her to 

find out that it is impossible for the declared addressee, let’s say one of the cousins of an 
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elderly woman from Tuzla to listen to the song at that time. Finding out what time is in 

Vancouver when it is 3 p.m. in Sarajevo, for instance, is not a matter of straight 

arithmetical conversion though. She would first refer to her elder sister’s Mina’s time 

zone, that is, of Ontario-- the best she knows after Istanbul where her other sister lives. If 

the place is another spot in the States, she would ask me or her daughters since both have 

many friends from the childhood who ended up in diaspora after the war. An imaginary 

world atlas would stretch the conversation and leak over the song that has already started 

to play.  

Which ocean does Vancouver side to? How far it is to Ontario? Vancouver is also 

the city where Anka lives. She is her and my mother’s childhood friend from the 

neighborhood, a Bosnian Catholic, single mother who left the city at the beginning of the 

siege. Whenever her name is mentioned, she would remember running into her last time 

at the beginning of the siege, having talked in rush, having hugged each other tightly and 

for the last time since Anka got her papers ready and was leaving for Canada with her son 

in few days. She would regretfully add some pieces of information from Anka’s present 

life “I heard her son who has studied sculpture at the academy is working as a mechanic 

now in Canada. Such a pity! But what to do? It is good that he was into cars as well.”   

  Whereabouts and the time zone of Vancouver would trigger the speculative talks 

about Anka’s or some other acquaintances’ and friends’ present lives in diaspora. List of 

doctors who work as a nurse, a sculpture who work as a mechanic, an engineer who work 

as a technician or does some manual job, would be followed by hearsays or direct 

information about their relationship with the town and people they left behind—if they 
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care well enough the family members who stayed in Sarajevo, if they plan to come back 

when they get retired, if their children speak Bosnian well enough and if they do well at 

the schools, if they visit the town every year, etc.  

Commonly hold belief about the difference between the way things appear on the 

surface and what they really are, gets very large when the matter of talk is diaspora. If 

things are told to be too good it creates a source of suspicion which means they are trying 

to make up for all the difficulties they are going through in a foreign land, if things are 

told not to be very good it creates another source of suspicion for them to find an excuse 

not to take care of their dependants in Bosnia. The presents they bring is always either 

too much or too less, or not well-thought enough. If they spend money outdoors in the 

city or go to the seaside, it means they do not have much fun in their new hometown, 

maybe not even friends, if they spend most of their vacation time at indoors, at their 

relative’s home and mostly at home visits, then they are not as capable as they claim to 

be.  

Some Sarajevans who had once access and means to leave the city are still 

clandestinely suspicious about their decision to stay. If it would have been better if they 

had left the country, if not for them for their children’s future perhaps, is a question 

without a neat answer. Jebes zemlju koju Bosnu nema! (“Fuck off the country that doesn’t 

have Bosnia!”), diaspora friends proclaim loudly at some point in their talks; appraisal of 

Sarajevo becomes the key term of negotiation, at least for the moment. The space of 

speculation about diaspora lives shrinks at those times, while the promise of Bosnia 

amplifies to a bigger than life dimension, at least for a glimpse of a second.  
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Vocal dissonance the radio emits is the sound of the names lost on the street, of 

the unused numbers and addresses on the phone books, of the aging of population with a 

low birth rate,75 of the lost terms of reciprocities with the beloveds abroad, of the 

confusion of a sense of what a good or bad life is.  

 Finally, we figure out the time zone of Vancouver after a short debate while 

nobody cares about the song or the sounds the radio emits anymore. The sound of the 

boiling water to make coffee declares peace with whatever is left around.  
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Chapter 10: Objects Surviving Laughter and Death. 
 

Sometimes “laughing to death” has the capacity to show the limits of 

representation in conveying experience. In this part I describe instances of laughing that 

are mediated by things in the kitchen and extend to each others’ habits, inalienable parts 

of selves. In Bosniaks’ case, most of my descriptions testify to the textured Bosniak 

subjectivity that cannot be evaluated fully without reference to the contemporary 

communal urge to generate Bosniak identity. Nevertheless, they also testify to the surplus 

phenomena that regimes of representation elude. Objects of laughter are inalienably part 

of their lives and selves as they know it; not more proximate or distant than their 

signature habits and the things of the kitchen that occurs to their eyes and bodies under 

the shattering sign of laughter. If and when a Bosniak subjectivity one day achieves a 

relatively more publicly visible and political articulation, it won’t be anywhere else but in 

those habits or the things that compose the material texture of lifeworlds as extensions of 

corporeal selves.  

 

     ***** 

The house is divided into “orbits,” as they call them. My uncle-in-law (the pigeon 

man) has his room, which is the first left room in the corridor that connects the entrance 

of the house with the interior. Originally, it was designed as a living room, but in time it 

became his room-office. He rests, watches TV, records his favorite programs from TV to 

video (Animal channel, History channel, music programs from Turkish channel), 
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connects to the internet, and hosts his guests (mostly raisers of birds like himself). He has 

a huge appetite. Mainly pasta and flans of all kind are his favorite. He eats irregularly, 

whenever he feels like it. His room is next to the kitchen, a convenient spot for constant 

and immediate access.  

The kitchen is the only place where “citizens of different orbits” convene -- my 

favorite spot. Interior paneling covers the walls, and there is a red Bosnian rug on the 

floor, with black and white horn-like patterns. The windows are opposite the door and 

look out on the façade of another house with whom they share the courtyard and kinship. 

His two brothers and their families live in the house opposite to theirs. All the tulle 

curtains on the windows facing each other are tightly closed, except for when some fresh 

air is needed.  

In the middle of the kitchen near the windows there is a round table with four or 

five chairs. The table is covered with a cloth, usually cotton with various colors of stripes. 

In the corner where the wall with windows meets the one to the left of the entrance, there 

is a small easel with two shelves. On the top shelf there is a water heater used mostly to 

make coffee. Several glass and metal ashtrays of various colors always sit next to the 

heater. My cousins and I like the old rubin red tin ashtray, the cheapest. Its warm color is 

worn out in the middle around the spot where the cigarettes are extinguished. The metal-

ness of the astray reveals itself there with the charcoal traces of fire. Perhaps we are 

enjoying being in touch with the traces of our previous chain-smoking gatherings, 

whereas her favorite is the small porcelain ashtray with a pale Eiffel Tower picture 

printed on it. She bought it at a thrift store for 2 KM (1 Euro and less than a dollar), she 
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proudly declares every now and then.  

When we convene at the kitchen, the first usual act is to press the button of the 

water heater. Then we quickly decide who will make the coffee. She says “the best coffee 

is when someone makes it for you”— we agree and comply.  Either I or one of the girls 

take the nielloed brass coffee pot and take charge of the “best coffee” for her. The narrow 

part of the pot where the coffee is poured is out of shape, so there is no choice but to drop 

some coffee on the tray each time! It is part of the ritual.  

The bottom shelf of the easel is reserved for the radio and the Sony cassette 

player. A graduation present for Samira when she finished high school, it has two cassette 

decks one of which does not function. When the radio is on or there is a cassette playing, 

I know things are alright, and maybe even more.  

On the left side of the entrance there is always a chair against the wall. It is used 

as a stand and a coat hanger. On the chairs seat, there are generally a couple of empty 

trays on top of each other. Several times a day newspapers and cotton stripped table 

napkins are dropped onto the trays. The back part of the chair serves as her hanger on 

which she hangs her daily dark blue jacket and scarves.  

The kitchen sink and the cupboards are to the right of the entrance. There are 

always some plates and glasses waiting to be washed. Samira’s task, when she is home. 

The waste bin is too small for a day’s waste, and she is always bickering with the girls 

about the urgency of emptying the trash. The cupboard has little shelves where she keeps 

her miniatures. The major figurines are a plastic Indian miniature, two plastic American 

soldiers from the civil war, one of which holds a rifle and has an Indian feather on his flat 
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cap, whereas the other rides a horse, and a wooden Viking miniature that moves back and 

forth between his room-office and the kitchen  

The kitchen is her display room of things she bought from thrift stores (just like 

people’s words and gestures collected with the corner of her eye, in passing). She does 

not mind kitchen utensils being the most ordinary. Whoever gets into the kitchen would 

immediately feel her distance from the middle class, prim and proper housewife role and 

its accessories. There is no set of plates, knives and forks, or glasses, for instance. 

Nevertheless, I remember her enjoying a set of forks and knives I brought them from 

Istanbul. Sure they were “from Istanbul!” but they also had glass handles with green and 

purple flower figures. “Quelle interesante!” she said with joy while inspecting the glass 

handles with care and caresses.  

Her mini-displays take up the center of the table as well, when it’s tidy. Three 

wooden ducks of different colors (brown, blue, and green) or a small porcelain vase with 

pink flowers might stand on a red glass plate that she uses as a platform. Figurines on the 

platform change through time in pace with her little shopping adventures and temper.  

The drawers are the most exciting. Not that they have anything more playful or 

colorful than the stuff displayed on the shelves or the table, but just because they keep 

things that potentially surface unexpectedly. They pop up when she tries to find 

something else, a bottle opener, for instance, or some extra towels to cover the bread that 

she has just cooked in the oven. Sometimes she pulls them out deliberately, when she 

wants to cut the conversation not by telling a joke, but by creating one on the spot. They 

are not in the top two or three handy drawers where kitchen utensils are kept, but at the 
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bottom. One needs to bend down to open them. They are not at eye level, but rather in the 

nooks of the drawers that can be reached by hands only.  

She might pull out a wrist watch without a band and with a tired hand, an oven 

lighter in the shape of a gigantic match, a small lighter in the shape of a gun, fans of 

various color, a key ring with a one-armed baby doll in fancy clothes, a wooden stick 

used to scratch one’s back, some passé styled, mostly broken sunglasses with frames of 

various vibrant colors, an empty candy tin, a scratch book with leather cover, or some 

porcelain, plastic, or wooden figurines that she is bored of keeping on the shelves. Who 

knows what waits in those drawers for its several minutes of popularity? 

They are her belongings; accessible to the intimate publics around the kitchen 

table, yet very private. There is nothing secret in the objects themselves, but there is 

something definitely surreptitious in her relationship to them. No wonder they are kept in 

the meeting point of different “orbits” of the house where she also hosts her close friends, 

neighbors, or relatives. This way, things can jump out at her, rather than her pulling them 

from the quiet and dark nooks of the drawers. Not much different from the way she tells 

jokes one after another, until she gets tired of herself and cannot help but tell one more. 

“Stop me, otherwise I will tell another” is her gesture of communicating her peaceful 

relationship with something about her she cannot define exactly.  

A teasing conversation on the unbelievable pitch of the neighbor’s voice, for 

instance, or the neighbor’s hyperbolic gesture when she greets and her devotion to 

housework and pride in it, can be diverted to laughter by the sight of a scratching stick 

she pulls out from a drawer. She cues the laughter with objects. A playful stick to scratch 
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one’s back (I have never seen anybody scratching their back, by the way), with a plastic 

green hand on one end and a red ball on the other that is connected to the wooden trunk 

by a spiral spring. That is the most rigorous signal to stop whatever we are talking about 

and leave our bodies to laughter. She would shake the red ball on its spring and add a 

twist to the laughter with the literal function of the spring itself converted to a magical 

force. It accelerates the laughter until it is turned into a physical urge that needs to be 

struggled against, a physical problem of not being able to breath smoothly. We swing on 

the verge of fainting from a lack of oxygen initiated by the swinging red ball in her hand. 

The ball swings, and so do we. Not that it means anything, but it marks an absurd corner 

of the conversation. We all know: no more talk about the neighbor or anything else; the 

laughter itself is what matters at the moment. We laugh.  

The stick is not only a wand for bending the conversation with laughter, but it also 

bends our relationship with the entire kitchen universe. We start seeing things. We start to 

ignore all the plates waiting to be washed, the garbage bin to be emptied, and the table 

cloths to be laundered or folded, whereas we start seeing the picture of a happily smiling 

cow on a milk box, for instance, that has been next to the sink for hours without a 

glimpse of our attention. Or the figurines dispersed on the shelves start shining. We 

notice them. We beg her to show us other objects from her drawers. We find ourselves 

becoming amazed by the broken wrist watch’s shimmering pearlescent belt, the one that 

lost its pair. Or the feather on the plastic American soldier figurine becomes a matter of 

discussion. A cake recipe that pops up from the pages of a small notebook strikes us as a 

hidden formula for something we don’t yet know, or a medium for inscribing her 
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handwriting on the pages and nothing more. We look at the cake recipe as an encoded 

map of a kingdom where things, gestures, colors, smells, and sounds reign the ground and 

citizens are everybody and nobody. Figurines, maybe, who compel our attention now and 

again? Cakes are just for description there, or the aesthetic pleasure of an inscription. 

Seeing shapes, colors, and the thingness of things extends to aggrandizing each 

others’ signature features such as her way of scratching her hair as a sign of nervousness, 

Samira’s way of puffing the smoke of a cigarette from the right corner of her mouth, 

Sanela’s dripping one drop of coffee to the tablecloth every morning before she leaves for 

work, or my “Turkish way” of proclaiming loudly—“a aa”.  

These joyful moments are ironic interruptions to the mundane order of things and 

the selves we know. We both allow and comply with things to show us the gap in our 

sensible and intelligible parts. The gap is charged with the tension between impersonal 

and individual forces that we cannot do without. We comply with the exigency of the 

ordinary figurines’ demand to hurl themselves out from their impersonal zones, and we 

swing accompanying the ball hanging from the scratching stick for some time. It is fun!  
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July 11, 2008 Srebrenica Commemoration and Hasanovic’s marbles 
 

 
(Ismet Hasanovic’s marbles, Srebrenica; photo by the author) 

 
These two marbles were found on the body of Ismet (Alija) Hasanovic (1957-

1995) at the Zvornik mass grave in 1998. He was one of some 8,300 men between the 

ages of 12 and 80 who were killed in Srebrenica in the week of July 11th, 1995. The 

marbles are displayed at the Srebrenica Memorial Room in Potocari, a town close to 

Srebrenica. The marbles have been touched by Hasanovic, his death, the search team for 

missing persons, the curators, the glass shelf, and finally, by the visitors’ gaze. They cast 

a shadow on the glass platform on which they are displayed. The trace of time having 

passed from each marble looses its inscription on the shadows. We see both.  

In this part, I describe the experiential dimensions of the 2008 Srebrenica 

Commemoration and the Memorial Room. I explore the sensory excess conveyed in 

some instances and scenes across visual, acoustic, and corporeal textures of the gathering 

in articulation with the built environment, media, technology, and nature.  
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Srebrenica 

The International Criminal Tribune for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in 2004 

and the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 2007 established the mass killings in 

Srebrenica as genocide. The event is considered to be the largest mass execution in 

Europe after the WW II. The initiative for the Potocari Memorial Center came primarily 

from the families of the people who were killed in Srebrenica. The Women of 

Srebrenica’s persistent efforts to bury their husbands, sons, and brothers in the town 

where they saw them for the last time culminated in the Srebrenica-Potocari Memorial 

and Cemetery that was built by donations of private groups and governments in 2003. 

Right after the legal recognition of the mass killings as genocide, part of the factory 

where the victims stayed for some time turned into the Srebrenica Memorial Room in 

2007. The initiative is supported by OHR (Office of High Representative), The British 

Embassy, and the Government of Netherlands.  

 The Memorial Room is part of the buildings of an old battery factory, which were 

used as a base by the UN Dutch troops during the war when Srebrenica and its 

surroundings were declared a UN “safe-zone” in 1993. Tens of thousands of civilian 

Bosnian Muslim refugees from Srebrenica took refuge in those buildings in Potocari. 

Nevertheless, UN troops did not prevent more than 8,000 men’s execution by Bosnian 

Serb forces. The legal regulation that bound the UN forces did not entitle them to get 

involved into the “civil conflict.”  

 The first large commemoration and funeral took place in 2000. Since then, every 
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year on July 11th, hundreds of newly identified corpses are buried with a mass funeral. 

Particularly since its official recognition as genocide, Srebrenica is becoming the symbol 

of Muslim victimhood during the war. In Duizjing’s words: 

 Because of the genocidal dimension of the Srebrenica massacre 
(which is by far the largest single war crime committed during the 
Yugoslav wars) and the close involvement of the international 
community in these events, as well as in the way they are being 
remembered, the Srebrenica massacre has moved to the center of the 
official commemoration of the war in Bosnia. What’s more, the 
Srebrenica commemorations has not only grown into demonstrations of 
Muslim survival and unity, symbolically and ceremonially dominated by 
the Islamic Community; they have also evolved into a platform for the 
ritual declarations of guilt and responsibility by members of the 
international community, who use it to express their regret as having 
allowed the massacre to happen. Through their strong political and 
financial support, the High Representative and other representatives of 
the international community had also made the Srebrenica 
commemorations, unlike other commemorations in Bosnia, into acts of 
remembrance meant for international consumption [2007:160]. 
 
Today, Srebrenica is in the territory of Republika Srpska (RS) and most Bosniaks 

step into the RS once a year, only for the funeral. In 2005, a few days before the 10th 

anniversary, the police identified two bombs that were deactivated. Every other year 

some provocative incidences are reported that add additional tension to the 

commemorations. I attended the 2008 commemorations and did not witness any 

incidence or provocation. The Federation people interpret the increase in provocations as 

a response to the gradual increase in the international media and politicians’ attendance. 

Otherwise, the previous years’ reports record provocations, such as a group of Srebrenica 

settlers singing chetnik songs loudly and showing three fingers, a Serbian sign of victory. 

I attended the July 2008 Srebrenica commemoration and the funeral. The heat was 

exhausting. Meat was definitively the most striking part of the establishing scene of the 
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event for me. The public bus stopped right in front of the street vendors who had big 

chunks of roasted lamb meat on their counters. The big pale blue Pepsi and pale red 

Coca-Cola sunshades could not prevent the obstinate beams of the sun on the meat, 

which was glazing. Some visitors were taking a rest on the sides of the road right in front 

of the fences of the houses and under the shadow of trees where the smoke of the meat 

was too scattered to be felt anymore. They must have come from far away, tired already, 

or gathering some strength before the graves. The dwellers of the houses on the sides of 

the roads were mostly sitting out front, silently watching the crowd gathering and 

walking to the cemetery. The town is a Serb territory since the end of the war. We are in 

Republika Srpska.  

When the road is no longer lined with the houses’ and their yards, as the crowd 

approaches the cemetery and memorial surrounded by greenery with a few scattered 

houses on the sides, some flags become visible. The green Islamic flags, white and green, 

and the white SDA (Stranka Demokratska Akcija, the Party of Democratic Action) flags, 

blue and yellow Bosnian flags with white stars across, and a few red Turkish flags with 

white moon and a star in the middle. The flagpoles are mostly handmade wood sticks and 

look like they are made from the oak and pine trees that are all around the country.  No 

woman carries a flag; that is a young man’s task.  

 Most of the women wear headscarves of various colors. Some women, like me, 

wear it just for the funeral and around the cemetery; one can tell.  

At the entrance there is a big penthouse with a green roof where mostly old men 

sit. The graves are surrounded by a mixed crowd of families and visitors. The sides are 
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populated with the old women. Some are sitting under big tent-shaped sunshades around 

the graveyard right in front of the iron fences that surround the cemetery. Some use their 

own sunshades as well.  

There are some hodjas with their black gowns and white turbans. Media members 

are the most mobile people on the scene, easy to tell from their cameras and badges 

hanging from their necks. We can tell the politicians from the aggregate of young men 

around them with black suits, short hair, and black sunglasses. Otherwise there not many 

suits.  

The gravestones are arranged in lines. All are white marble rectangular prisms 

with a pyramidal cap at their upper edge, carrying a small cupola at the top. The 

anonymous epitaphs warn:  

I ne recite              
za one koji su na                     

            Allahovom putu                          
 poginuli: “mrtvi su.”                
 Ne, oni su zivi ali vi               
 To ne osjecate.                 
 

And you do not say 
for those who lost their lives 
following God’s path are 

 “dead.” 
No, they are living but that 
you don’t feel. 
 
The text is followed by names, years of birth and death, and the place of their 

death—Srebrenica. The last sign is (white) Liljan (lily), the Bosnian Muslims’ symbol 

since the war. 

The pitch of silence rules the movement of the bodies. People take time to look at 
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each other’s face. Not the kind of look that I know from Sarajevo streets conveying a 

sense of obstinate search for possible acquaintanceship. It feels like a search for 

witnessing and taking refuge in each other’s presence -- silent looks as greeting.  

The burying fields are filled with open graves and members of the family who 

wait for the burial ceremony. Numbers and names are everywhere, on the coffins, on the 

graves, on the lists hanging on the wall of the entrance to the graveyard, on the wall of 

names in the cemetery-memorial complex. After the talks and the ceremony, the burial 

starts. Coffins are carried on men’s backs to the open graves while the loudspeakers 

announce names and ages of all those buried. The entire process runs even faster than the 

usual Islamic burial process;76 men are almost running. Then we hear the loud sound of 

the coffins; men leave the coffins to the ground with tangible nervousness and aggravated 

gestures that do not rhyme with the general quiescent mood of the families and the crowd 

waiting and walking around the graves. They leave the coffins on the planks that are 

placed next to the open graves to cover the cerements before the soil. The nervous hitting 

sound punctuates their privilege in the burial scene, the gendered division of labor 

ordained by the Islamic conventions; having been the primary victims of the genocide; 

the entire exhausting process of finding, identifying and finally burying the bodies; and 

the light loads of the coffins. The run while carrying coffins in a row is accomplished 

with the rush of throwing soil on the grave in which they place the cerement. They pass 

the shovels hand to hand just like exchanging shoulders while carrying the coffins. I see 

no men crying or weeping. The crowd is big, as if there is no space for those iconic 
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images from series of photographs circulating in the media. They typically portray one 

single woman falling down among the series of coffins, either her crying face in a close-

up that makes the coffins’ massivity and seriality a backdrop to the singularity, 

incommunicability, and intensity of her pain, or a wide-angle photo that foregrounds the 

massivity and collectivity of the destruction that makes her crying presence an instance of 

the massive destruction. It must be due to technical reasons that one focuses either on the 

crying face or on the series of coffins. Cameras do not exert wide and acute angles on the 

same photographic image.  

The coffins’ light load must be of help as well. Most of the coffins’ contents are 

several bones found in the secondary graves. One of the most creatively destructive 

methods of this genocide was to dig up the primary mass graves from their original sites 

and to transport their contents to secondary locations, and sometimes spread them to 

multiple locations. Therefore, it is possible that parts of an individual skeleton have been 

exhumed from multiple locations. Amor Masovic, head of the Federation Commission 

for Missing Persons, stated at a genocide conference in Sarajevo in 2007, “We don’t 

know how many times our search team will knock on the families’ doors to say that we 

found some other pieces of skeletons, and nobody knows either how many times the 

families would be willing to open the graves to burry and rebury the remains. It can last 

for decades.”  

 In her work on DNA technology and the search for Srebrenica’s missing, Wagner 

(2008) interprets the rupture in the materiality of the human body that the partial human 

skeletons embodies as a helpful frame of reference to understand the “state of disorder” 
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(p.15) in which the surviving family members of the Srebrenica genocide have been 

living. In her detailed account of the identification process of the missing, she reflects on 

the labels and categories applied to the genocide victims and their mortal remains that are 

decisive in framing the recognition at three levels: the victim’s family and the immediate 

community, Bosniak political and religious leaders, and the international community. She 

points to the strategic shifts in representations of the victims between collective and 

individual identities. Individual sets of remains, she certifies, become collective 

categories, such as, “victims, enemies, Bosniaks, Muslims, refugees, martyrs” --  not 

much different from the context-dependant process of naming the physical remnants that 

addresses the remnants as “bodies,” “mortal remains,” “bones,” or “skeletal remains” 

(p.11).    

Today, the Srebrenica commemorations, through a gradual increase in 

international and local political attendance, is becoming an even more significant event 

where cultural, political, individual, and institutional frames of suffering and 

remembering juxtapose in a mutually informing way. In the next section, I describe the 

experiential reality of the gathering in order to detail the dominant frames of reference 

listed above and to explore the interpretive purchase of the sensory surplus these 

descriptions suggest.  

Srebrenica Inferno77 and a scene of ventriloquism  
 

Following the talks, the musical part of the ceremony begins. A very high-pitched 

child’s voice is heard; one cannot tell if it is a boy or girl singing, reminiscent of the 
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voices of castrato singers of the 17th and 18th century European church chorus and the 

opera.  The solo singing was followed by the chorus and music played by the symphonic 

orchestra. It is Srebrenica Inferno. I got excited, having sensed that I finally found a 

heroic account of the recent war right in the midst of the most significant collective 

Bosniak event. However, the music was so disconcertingly sourceless in this space, and 

Christian at the same time, implicating a church-like atmosphere in the midst of a Muslim 

graveyard that compelled me to verify the sound with its visual compound. People’s 

bodies were not of much help, since everybody was standing wherever s/he is and 

hanging her head down in resignation, not much caring about finding out the voice’s 

physical source. Following the direction of the camera lenses did not work either, since 

they rarely record the body of the voice in these cases, as they would rather use it as a 

voice-over on the images and faces of the people, punctuating the simultaneity and 

collectivity of the mood. The cortege is the safest bet, as always, so I found the chorus 

standing on the field next to the hundreds of neatly lined coffins. Around thirty young 

women and men lined in an arch while a young girl, the solo singer, stood at the arc’s 

center. The women wear long black dresses, and the men wear black pants and a white 

shirt, while the solo singer is in a white tunic and pants. The chorus is called Omladinski 

Hor Zenica (“Zenica Youth Chorus”) and the child singer is Nerima Buzaljko. 78 But the 

voice we hear does not belong to them; they lipsync.  

Majko, majko, jos te sanjam 
Sestro, brate, jos vas sanjam svake noci 
Nema vas nema vas nema vas 
Trazim vas trazim vas trazim vas 
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Gdje god krenem vidim vas 
Majko, oce, sto vas nema 

Bosno moja ti si moja mati 
Bosno moja majkom cu te zvati 
Bosno majko Srebrenice sestro 
Necu biti sam 

Mother, mother, I still dream of you 
Sister, brother, I still dream about you every night 
You're not here ... 
I'm searching for you ... 
Wherever I go, I see you 
Mother, father, why aren't you here 

My Bosnia, you're my mother 
My Bosnia, I'll call you my mother 
Bosnia mother, Srebrenica sister 
I won't be alone 

Visually and physically locating the chorus does not help much to relieve the 

disconcerting and powerful effect of the church-like symphonic music playing in a 

Muslim ceremony, nor the sense of spatial dissonance due to the loud severance of the 

voice from the body of the chorus. Every single body becomes the embodiment of the 

“presence voice manifests” (Ong 1981:168) whereas no single body, including that of the 

chorus, can fix the sense of dissociation due to the intervention made to the “inalienable 

association between voice and space” (Connor 2000: 12). It resonates with the effect of 

the proverbial use of the epic verse that animates the authoritative voice (of the ancestors) 

that belongs to nobody and everybody at the same time. However, in this case the 

intervention is doubled with the sound technology and media. Everybody knows that the 

event will be imbibed by the montage of digital recordings of cameras; whatever the 

experience is on the ground, “Srebrenica Live” on local and international TV channels 
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will pursue its own aesthetic and narrative protocols that include matching sounds and 

images. This is partly related to Duizjings’ (2007) critique of the Srebrenica 

commemorations gradually becoming “meant for international media consumption,” and 

partly (and obviously) related to the media’s inalienable share in our lives, let alone in 

public events. However, I would like to draw attention to another recording of the event 

that suggests a different kind of labor invested in trying to find a visual match for the ears 

aroused by the Inferno.  

A year after the event, I ran into an amateur recording of the 2006 Srebrenica 

commemoration downloaded on Youtube.com.79 In the recording, the Srebrenica Inferno 

becomes a voice over to a Muslim chorus with explicit markers, that is, women wearing 

headscarves (and long purple and green dresses). They are standing on the same hillock 

next to the coffins where the Youth Chorus from Zenica would stand two years later. 

They are all listening silently to the sound of the Inferno emitted from the megaphones 

while waiting their turn to sing the religious chants. Their total silence dramatizes the 

split between the image and the sound, whereas the amateur recording by Youtube user 

Cupotz tries to reunite them. Apparently, he does not share the same visual regime with 

that of the professional media cameras that record the cortege (politicians and religious 

men) with close-ups on individual faces. Sometimes the Bosnian flag at the entrance 

becomes the focus of his camera’s attention as an articulation to the Inferno and the 

chorus. But what does this visual regime tell us?  
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Connor (2000) approaches ventriloquism as an exemplary case that makes sense 

of the power of the unlocated or mobile voices. As an intervention to the relations 

between vision and hearing,  

 
the success of ventriloquial illusions depend not upon the isolation 
and intensification of the sense of hearing, but rather upon its 
deficit. Far from depending upon the separation of eye and ear, 
ventriloquism enforces their co-operation [2000:19].  
 
Connor also draws on Altman’s (1981) elaboration on sound and image 

relationship in films where Altman underlines the significance of the process in cinema 

experience, which Connor calls a “sound hermeneutic” (p.19). Accordingly, “the sound 

asks where? and the image responds here!” (p.19-20).80  

What kind of sensibilities and cultivated habits does the amateur video recorder 

share with us? Does this recording convey an ordinary attempt to combine hearing with 

vision, or does this process have something more or else to suggest? Does this recording 

yield the music as a voice-over to the still bodies of the Muslim chorus, or does it suggest 

another aesthetic?  

 Connor refers to theory on film sounds in order to refine his elaboration on 

ventriloquism. He draws on Michel Chion’s (1990) elucidation of the acousmetre -- “the 

acoustic agency whose position with respect to the visible scene is undecidable, in that it 

is present and audible and effective within the visible scene, but is not seen to speak” 

(p.20). Chion’s definition of acousmetre cautions the reader to be attentive to the 

differences this ‘acoustic agency’ performs from the ‘natural’ voice which is 
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simultaneously seen and heard, as well as from voices that are heard but do not emanate 

from the action on the screen, such as voice-overs or narrating voices. To illustrate 

acousmetre, Chion describes the voice of a character hidden from view, such as Polonius 

behind the arras, or a voice emitted from a non-human mechanism, like a tape-recorder or 

a robot. The most prominent feature of acousmetre, he elucidates, is its quality of being 

between sound and vision, yet being identified with neither. Connor paraphrases Chion’s 

explanation of this specific feature of the ‘acoustic agency’ of acousmetre as:  

 
a complex and fascinating process of transfer and interchange between 
them (sound and vision), in which we begin to see their sound and hear 
their physical shape, location, and movement. The passage of hearing 
and vision into one another induced by the insufficiency of the stimulus 
induces the compensatory involvement of other senses too, as we begin 
to supply by imaginary tactile means, for example, the absent volume of 
the audible-invisible man. (2000:20)  
 
Looking at the recording solely, it is impossible to tell if the amateur video 

recorder uses the silent Muslim bodies as the embodiment of the choral sound or the 

sound as the interim appendix to the Muslim bodies. The recording gesture includes the 

process of matching hearing and seeing both as a voice-over, a sound that does not 

emanate from the action on the screen, and also as a voice of a character hidden from the 

view. The amplified and omnipresent voice of the Inferno is the inalienable part of the 

commemoration experience for both those who are physically there and who are 

watching it from the TV screen. Therefore, there is no Polonius-like “hidden” character 

behind the arras, but there is definitely a “hidden” labor for matching them beyond the 

spatial and aural arrangements of the commemoration that conditions the experiential 
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reality of the commemoration event; the recorder chooses to focus on the silent Muslim 

chorus. But what are the processes that manifest and evoke this hidden labor? Let me 

introduce the possible venues of exploration for attaining a better sense of this process. 

The first is the “usual suspect,” that is, Bosnianness.  

 The symphonic music and sounds akin to that of the Christian chorus is part of 

that Bosnian multiculturalism and multi-religiosity engrained in this geography for 

centuries. Actually, using a prefix “multi” is not the most apt vocabulary to define the 

textured character of Bosnian identity. The territorial and cultural identity of Bosnia that 

cuts across religious-cum-ethnic belongings does not have its answerability in the 

political vocabulary. The scholarly literature on Bosnian literature and culture (Banac 

1984; Buturovic 2002) and daily life (Gagnon 2004;   Markowitz 2010) points to an 

experiential and psychological reality that attests to the  “polyvalent cohesiveness” and 

the “fluidity of intercommunal relations” (Buturovic 2002:25) since the Ottoman times 

onwards.  Therefore, my surprise at the acoustic and visual “mismatch” at the ceremony 

is conditioned by a pedagogy and taxonomy that defies the slowly perishing yet vibrant 

ethos of Bosnianness; I must confess that I badly failed as a Bosnian while trying to 

compensate as an ethnographer. 

Bracketing out the technology’s and media’s effect on the “mismatch,” what the 

amateur videographer teaches me is the inseparability of the boundaries between cultural 

forms that are related with different religious-cum-ethnic identities in this country. 

However, the purpose of this work is to illustrate the mundane, aesthetic, and habitual 

labor invested in maintaining Bosnianness, with an increasing accent on new forms of 
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Islam that are becoming more publicly visible in the country, as well as the “accidental” 

aspects of this labor mediated by technology and media in this case. The second 

dimension of the process the recording points to is the importance of “accidents,” or 

instances and scenes that defy the conscious/unconscious modes of understanding the 

event.  

The amateur recorder might just have happened to be next to the Muslim chorus 

while the Inferno was running on playback. Whatever his camera captured at that 

moment he recorded and shared with other Youtube attendants. In a similar vein, it might 

have just happened to be the first video clip that pops up on the screen when one enters 

“Srebrenica Inferno” showing a score of 19,521 views by April 10, 2011 (the second 

highest score on an entry with the same words). However, the role of juxtapositions in the 

atmospheres of our mundane experiences provides us with rich insights about material 

and aesthetic dimensions of experience that conscious and intentionality-centered 

approaches to subjective experiences cannot reveal. The video recorder’s juxtaposition 

might be a slightly accentuated version of the organizational pattern of the ceremony that 

is attentive to including the plurivocal and symphonic Inferno to accentuate the widely 

shared official claim to the layered texture of Bosnia and to communicate it to the 

International community, whose massive presence is tangible in political, NGO, and 

media representatives attending the event. The commemoration is not unique in 

juxtaposing cultural forms or people that are thought to be primarily related to Bosnia’s 

different religious-cum-ethnic belongings. For instance, non-Muslim Bosnians are often 

involed in staging big religious concerts and poetry readings about Muhammed. 
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In the next part, my Srebrenica commemoration description will extend to the 

activities around the Memorial Room in the old battery factory and the atmosphere. I will 

end my exploration on the experiential dimension of the commemoration by a reflection 

on the “hidden” labor that marbles (and other belongings of the victims displayed in the 

Room) evoke and manifest.   

 
The Memorial Room and the Old Battery Factory  
 

The architecture, design and the institutional structure of the Memorial Room and 

its surroundings can be described along the trajectories such as, what kind of 

spectatorship it demands and evokes; what kind of conviviality and communality the 

visiting experience envisions; what kind of aesthetic and political conventions it suggests; 

what is the significance of turning the scene of violence (battery factory) into the 

prosthesis of memory; what does it mean to replace events with the remnants of the past; 

where does this Memorial Room stand in the memorial-anti-memorial aesthetics; what 

kind of subject position are the visitors interpellated—witness or a survivor; what kind of 

aesthetic and technological interventions are made to give a sense of historical accuracy 

and objectivity. The potentialities and necessities are blurred into each other in Bosnia. 
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Not much different from institutionalizing and aesthetizing the memory while the 

funerals are still going on; and akin to not being able to tell the difference between the 

visitors who engage in the act of remembering as is designed by curators and the visitors 

whose beloveds are still being, having been buried, or needs to be found to be buried and 

have much more personal memories and witnessing account of violence than it is being 

displayed in the Memorial Room. All these double or triple citizenships to different 

modalities of remembering, mourning, and witnessing suggest a promising ground for 

further research but I would like to reflect on visitors’ attention to the personal 

belongings displayed on the cases and the significance of displaying objects for attesting 

to the victims’ singularity that cannot be addressed in the communalizing discourse, 

practice, and aesthetics of the funeral and the graveyard, and the political and religious 

discourse that homogenize the loss. 

Right across the road there are hundreds of buses and vans parked next to each 

other. The buses have numbers and names of the towns from which they coma —

Zvornik, Banovici, Zavidovici, Osmaci, Teocak, Bratunac, Gracanica, etc. The buses are 

in the parking lot of the old factory, surrounded by the abandoned buildings and barracks.  

  The old factory is industrial debris. Brick and concrete walls, rusted iron window 

frames, big iron cylinders of grey and green colors, and wide-cornered iron pipes layer 

each other; interior/exterior distinction does not command the ruins; the facet lost its face.  

However, there is shade inside and under the eaves of the buildings. People are sitting in 

front of those barracks; resting, eating, talking, drinking water, smoking, stretching their 

legs, and making picture of each other. Debris provides them a temporary shelter. There  
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is not much choice between the sunny graveyard and the shady debris at noon; the sun 

reigns.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                       
 
 
 
 

     (Srebrenica 2008 commemoration; photo by the author) 
 

Right next to the abandoned factory, there is a new building that does not seem to 

be any less ghostly than the old one. It captures the eye for its newness, bright whiteness, 

and emptiness. There is not a single vehicle in its parking lot although it is Friday and it 

is surrounded with iron fences similar to that of the cemetery next door. The architecture 

does not convey any peculiar sign to guess what kind of business is going inside. Then I 

see the title—big, bold, and in English:  

 
   Great Taste of Nature 
   Bos Agro Food 
   Part of Nordic Food Group81 
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The passerby must be assumed to know English. However, it does not feel like 

many people pass by that part of the town except for Bosniaks who come in masses every 

year in July 11th. I do not think they care about the title or the building at the moment. 

Their eyes and bodies are used to the juxtaposition of ruins and new constructions 

anyhow.  

Water and toilets are urgent needs. The Federation (Muslim-Croat) provides some 

ten tanks of various colors to distribute water with large pipes; for drinking, for washing 

the face and performing an ablution. Whatever people use the water for, some unintended 

parts of their bodies get wet. It looks like fun for a second; some enjoy it. Toilets are at 

the distant corner of the parking lot. They do not fit the rusted iron and steel, pale 

concrete, and tile texture of the debris-shelter. They are grey, white and blue plastic 

mobile cabinets. (I cannot help wondering where the fecal matter would be disposed in 

the dead of night—Federation or Republika Srpska?)   

 When one sits in front of the barracks, one does not see the cemetery, nor the 

street, nor the toilets, but only the green hillside with some scattered houses among the 

trees. The busses cut the full view of the hillside; there is not a single human being in the 

view. It is too hot to be wandering outside.  

The sounds of commemoration as emitted from the megaphones come over the 

green hills, white gravestones, green coffins, debris, old battery factory, new food 

factory, and the people. Statesmen talk, and then the Ceric, the Reis-ul Ulema’s (the head 

of the Islamic community), addresses the crowd. The talks occupy the tiny little zone 

between engagement with and exhaustion from the familiarity of words of pain, patience, 
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repentance, accountability, and hope. Ceric says, "We should pray that sadness becomes 

hope, that justice replaces revenge, and that a mother's tears are a prayer for the tragedy 

of Srebrenica never to happen again."  

There are three sources of light in the Memorial Room. The first is in the 

multimedia room where a documentary about the genocide is shown. The second is the 

showcase lights that illuminate short narratives, photographs, and personal belongings of 

20 people who were killed in July 1995. The third source of light is the sunlight, the 

obstinate beams of which perforate through some fissures in the ceiling. People sitting on 

the stages of the steel vessels create an arc around the sunlight, looking at it.  

The Memorial Room does not offer any directionality to visitors. After looking at 

the documentary and showcases people wander around. They take time looking at the 

walls, some of which were written on by Dutch soldiers. Certain pieces of graffiti have 

circulated widely in the media, such as, “No teeth…? A mustache…? Smell like shit…? 

Bosnian girl!” There are some drawings of naked women, some dates as well, and big 

numbers painted on the wall. The visitors are searching for signs of violence. They spend 

some time in front of the last witnesses of the violence, the victims’ photos, their stories, 

and the objects displayed in showcases, while reserving their cameras’ attention to the 

walls, especially those with no legible signs. They persistently make pictures of the parts 

of the walls where that are coated with tar. They suggest the color of a coat of blood, with 

various densities and textures. The wall crossed by an electric cable hanging from the 

ceiling receives the most camera flashes. Then come the walls with wooden blocks 

attached to them, and hammers on the blocks. They make picture of those blocks as well. 
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Then they get saturated or tired and sit somewhere around the hooks and corners of the 

big steel vessels; the stages are occupied all the time. It is too hot outside. It is difficult to 

tell if it is a matter of sun, or a will to spend more time in the space designed to display 

both the traces of the event and evoke the experience of it.  

The belongings displayed in showcases below the photos and stories of the 

victims range from glasses, marbles, Koran, talisman, braided bracelet, cigarette case, 

and lighter. Light and portable objects that fits the pockets or are attached to the bodies 

since the victims did not have time or reason to take some other belongings while they 

were gathered in group before the execution.  

Most of the photos are mug shots and are collected from families while the stories 

are brief, telling an anecdote from victims’ life that gives some cues about their 

personality, beloveds, hobbies and professions. There is no mention about the war except 

for the separate line below the story that indicates whereabouts and time of his 

exhumation. 

However, their juxtaposition with the last witnesses of their death, that is, the 

personal belongings, intervene with the livelihood of the images. Even if they are not the 

last look, they are the faces of the last witnesses that are the objects. Visitors carefully 

attend to the personal showcases but that obstinate effort to make the photo of the walls 

does not apply to these showcases.  Finding the trace of the violence that is not 

intelligible and record it does not apply to their experience of looking at the primary 

witnesses of the violence. Do faces and personal objects have different terms of legibility 

than the scattered potential traces and material witnesses of violence around? Objects 
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have something more or else to suggest than the layered texture of walls that evokes the 

sense of a hidden and always more truthful inscription right below the tar, urging us to 

scratch the surface (with a camera). Or is there something in the thingness of the objects 

that does not host the findings of scratched surfaces?  Do visitors attend to the wall only 

because they are cultivated with visual habits to attend to the signs that most directly 

attest to massive aspects of destruction? Perhaps the personal objects and faces in this 

room are intended to intervene in this common sense way of witnessing violence? Or 

does their recording gesture accompany the more explicit aesthetic gesture of displaying 

the last witnesses of violence in showcases? In other words, do their photos suggest a 

curatorial intervention to the parts of the Memorial Room that do not convey any explicit 

curatorial choice of being reserved as they are? But does the Memorial Room being the 

only shady spot in the space a curatorial design as well? Or, not having a restroom in the 

building, in the similar vein? Difficult to tell but there is something about the personal 

belongings that not only elude the photographic attention of the visitors but resist it. How 

can one make a picture of something that has a longer life than death?  

  Marbles, glasses, a glass case, Koran, talisman, a bracelet, a cigarette case, a 

lighter, a comb…they all stand next to each other in a kind of equity the terms of which is 

delivered by the death. There is a value in them that is not measurable with their use, 

aesthetic, or market values anymore. They point to the uniqueness of the person to whom 

they belonged to whereas their witness to the death frees them from the person they used 

to belong, and their survival of the final judgment frees them from the meanings, ideas, 

and practices mediated and delivered by the economy, culture, history, and politics. There 
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is a comfort in things.  

This work has tried to attend to, collect and display gestures, gaze, words, 

utterances, sounds, corporeal attunements, laughter that have a thing-like quality in them 

.They nest at the inderminate zone between experience and regimes of representations. 

They witnessed and survived the recent war, Yugoslavia, perishing ethos of Bosnia, and 

even before. They elude the curatorial effort to relate them with each; they belong to all 

of them, none of them, and to themselves. I tried to convey a genuine sense of habits, 

aesthetic and corporeal attunements that comprise the stage on which mundane Bosniak 

sentiments unfold. Instances and scenes are the snapshots of this movement, and the 

“impossible longings” is the name of this drama.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The theoretical framework of this work reflects the writer’s process of gradual 

exploration and efforts to describe Bosniaks’ cumbersome relationships with national 

belonging. Before I did ethnographic research in Sarajevo my theoretical orientation was 

clustered around the question of the collapse of Yugoslavia and its dramatic aftereffects. 

My graduate training in the anthropology of the state and violence informed me of the 

significance of the unconscious in the formation of political subjectivities. This idea was 

in line with the usual ways in which Lacanian scholarship addresses loss primarily 

through the structure of desire. On the other hand, literature on violence and trauma 

helped me be more sensitive to “excess” phenomena that probe the limits of 

representation. My fieldwork experience was decisive in that it presented me the 

opportunity to take into consideration other ways of addressing unconscious phenomena 

as well as to gain sensitivity about the significance of other oversaturated phenomena that 

elude the regimes of representation; I decided to write about the war-shattered mundane 

reality of Bosnia through the non-dramatic but eventful texture of daily life.  

I have addressed Bosniaks’ cumbersome relationships with national belonging as 

an epiphenomena of historically mediated structural constraints such as the difficulty of 

generating a national belonging from religious identity; the challenge of having been the 

remnants of the Ottoman millet system that organized the society administratively along 

religious identities and did not have a notion of ethnicity; the primacy of territorial 

attachments at the expense of national belonging; the resilient Yugoslavism that provided 
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Bosniaks a safe and solid-enough structure for political survival; and the fluid identities 

that developed as the culmination of Bosnia’s geopolitical location as a borderland. These 

are all valid frames and my work attests to the vibrancy of each in contemporary Bosnia. 

According to my account, the fact that Bosniaks had neither the conditions for nor a 

deliberate and sustained investment in having national legibility, and that they thereby 

always find a way to save the continuity of their lifeworlds within the confines of their 

intimate communities, are two facets of the same phenomenon that simultaneously 

constitutes Bosniaks’ weakness and strength. This lack of explicit national markers and a 

will for sovereignty conditioned both the excess of violence they recently experienced 

and their survival in the country at the same time. Therefore, understanding Bosniaks 

through their mundane practices and sentiments is not only a theoretical and 

methodological choice, but almost a pragmatic necessity that Bosniaks’ mode of 

existence compels. However, how do I pursue this “pragmatic necessity” and where do I 

diverge from the common ways in which Lacanian scholarship addresses the formation of 

subjectivity and how do I articulate it with the Lefebvre’s approach to daily life, let me 

explain briefly.  

Žižek, the most prominent Lacanian scholar who is also a former Yugoslav and 

Slovenian, in his response to Stavrakakis’s (2007) criticism that he foregrounds the 

notion of the act as a positivity of the Real at the expense of the symbolic 

contextualization of every act, elucidates the central task of psychoanalysis, which is 

about the specific ways of addressing the objet a (another name for the Freudian “partial 

object”). Žižek warns that the objet a cannot be reduced to its role in fantasy and one 
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should be alert to the different roles it plays in desire and in drive. He reminds his reader 

of the distinction Lacan introduces between two types of lack: the first is the lack proper 

or the constitutive lack in which the desire is grounded, and the second is the hole around 

which the drive circulates. According to Žižek, in both cases the link between object and 

loss is crucial. 

In the case of objet a as the object-cause of desire, we have an object that is 
originally lost, which coincides with its own loss, which emerges as lost, while, 
in the case of objet a as the object of drive, the “object” is directly the loss 
itself—in the shift from desire to drive, we pass from the lost object to loss itself 
as an object. That is to say, the weird movement called “drive” is not driven by 
the “impossible” quest for the lost object; it is a push to directly enact the “loss” 
—the gap, cut, distance—itself [Against the Politics of Jouissance, 
www.lacan.com].  

 
My work launches with the description of an attachment to an iconic Serb image 

inspired by the epic poetry as objet a, the object of desire that is sought in the other and 

lies at the kernel of the subject’s own constitutive otherness. I treat it as an appearance of 

some secret to be explained and interpreted, and that has a surplus of meaning and a 

surplus of jouissance. I draw on Laplanche’s (Lacanian) notion of the “enigmatic 

message” and Taussig’s (Hegelian) notion of the “public secret” in order to explain the 

way in which I tackle, describe, and address the attachment to that particular objet a. 

Enigma can be turned into a riddle (Laplanche 1998), a secret can be exposed (Taussig 

1999), jouissance can condescend to desire (Lacan 1977), and tacit knowledge can be 

expressed explicitly. Nevertheless, particular ways in which people attach themselves to 

certain images, develop and sustain specific senses of belonging manifest themselves 

mostly in the form of sensuous and semantic excess that operates in the realm of  “third 

meaning” (Barthes 1985), the psychoanalytical equivalence of which is the realm of 
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“drive”. However, how does one depict ethnographically lived experience that operates in 

the realm of “drive”?  

Gradually developing scholarship on affect (Kathleen Stewart, Lauren Berlant, 

Theresa Brennan), revisions of Lacanian scholarship (Eric Santner, Slavoj Zizek), as well 

as some philosophical investigations on phenomelogy of sensory experience (Jean-Luc 

Nancy, Alphonso Lingis, Jean-Luc Marion) provide my work with fresh ways of 

engaging with the realm of “drive” beyond the commonplace Lacanian language-centered 

approach to the unconscious would offer. This work benefits to a great extent from the 

innovative insights of Kathleen Stewart’s (2007) explorations of the potentialities of 

granting an equal share to the materiality of the world in sense-making practices that push 

the common confines of the “drive” beyond the Freudian and Lacanian topographies of 

psyche. In a similar vein, Jean-Luc Nancy’s (1997) philosophical investigations in 

surpassing the limits of psychoanalysis that give prevalence to desire as the punctuation 

of truth provide one of the major insights to this work. Nancy’s project aims to rescue the 

sense from being held hostage in psychoanalysis’ reduction to a “mere demand of sense”. 

His reading of Freudian and Lacanian “unconscious” suggests not taking it as another 

consciousness or a negative consciousness but as the “world in totality of its 

signifiability” (p. 47). And it is important to note that Nancy’s notion of the world is 

more than a “phenomenal correlative of a human” or a “man’s object or field of action” 

but an “effective exteriority” (pp. 55-56). Interestingly, Eric Santner’s refreshing revision 

of Freudian and Lacanian “unconscious,” points to another totality as a primary locus for 

the “constitutive too muchness” of the psyche: everyday life. His seminal work “On the 
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Psychotheology of Everyday Life” (2001) reframes the totality of mundane experience as 

the structure of fantasy, which is a radical twist to the widely shared notion of fantasy as 

a form of removal from daily life. Eventually, my work’s primary object of description, 

which is the sensuous and semantic excess, be it in the name of “drive” or, “third 

meaning” or, “tacit knowledge,” depending on the conceptual toolkit of different 

disciplines, elaborates on the lived experience not as a matter of specialized and 

structured activity; it rather follows Lefebvre in terms of thinking of everyday life as a 

common ground that is defined by “leftovers” of distinct, superior, specialized, and 

structured activities.  

The first half of the work focuses on some Bosniaks’ aesthetic, habitual and 

corporeal attachments to the Serb epic poetry as a medium to illustrate the disconcerting 

force of the drama of conversion to Islam with a particular attention to the twist 

Yugoslavism adds to the sensibilities clustered around and manifested through the poetry. 

Lacanian scholarship’s offerings in terms of dethroning the notion of conscious-centered 

subjectivity enables me to lay out an analytical space for generating the object of 

ethnographic description that covers two major line of inquiries at the same time: “who is 

speaking?” and “what is there?” The analytical purchase of linguistic anthropology 

provides me with an opportunity to layer the question of “who is speaking?” The 

microhistory of an utterance attending to issues such as polivocality, misunderstandings, 

and differences in participant roles in conversations, details the mercurial ground on 

which the entextualization of the epic poetry is realized. In a similar vein, Nancy’s 

critical questioning of the limits of appropriation in understanding a subject’s 
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engagement with cultural forms and his notion of “effective exteriorities” enables me to 

map experience on a surface where subjects and their surroundings are equal partners in 

sense-making practices. 

The first part of the work points to the significance of the issue of conversion as a 

manifestation of the cumbersome question of Bosniaks’ origins, a question that has a 

wide public purchase in Bosnia today. The major hypothetical question I formulate 

through the limited scope of this work, suggests tracing the interpretive purchase of 

thinking of conversion as a primary modality of sacrifice among Bosniaks. Is it possible 

to make a sacrifice for something which is itself a sacrifice? And if so, “whom do they 

address?” This is the decisive moment when work attunes with Bosniaks’ “murky 

ground” of sacrificial logic and lack of a constitutive drama of nationhood, or the 

destabilizing force of the drama of conversion that works as a “public secret” (Taussig 

1999), and extends its gaze to the other lived practices of daily life that are related to the 

other characteristics of Bosniaks, such as, strong territorial attachment, fluid identity, and 

Yugoslavism, that are the primary frames of references to explain Bosniaks’ cumbersome 

relationship with the national belonging.  

 The International Community, primarily the European Union, emerges as the 

primary addressee of both the anger and provider of the terms of negotiation in Bosnia. 

The primary frame of the siege and the recent war is survival which explains to a great 

extent the lack of the frame of a struggle fought for national freedom or sovereignty. 

Nevertheless, the contemporary grammar of politics requires the collective exertion of a 

will for national sovereignty. Bosniaks today suffer from political illegibility at multiple 
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levels: the first is lacking the national legibility layered by their peculiar history; the 

second is lacking the persuasiveness of investing in Bosnia’s future as it is if they do not 

perform the protocols of a will to national belonging (from the beginning of the war the 

conflict is framed as an ethnic conflict, the sides of which are compelled and restrained to 

talk primarily from the subject position of their ethnic-cum-religious identities); and the 

third axis of political illegibility is the European Union constituting their primary 

reference of belonging, which is not necessarily regulated by the grammar of a nation-

state. The religious leader of Bosniaks declares, “My sultan is in Brussels.”  

Concerning the second half of my work that is everyday life stories, my focus of 

attention shifts gradually to the question of “what is there?” It is a sustained effort to map 

Bosniaks’ mundane sentiments through a multiplicity of scenes, instances, events, and 

inflexions of the community. My depictions of mundane instances foreground the “third 

meaning” as described by Barthes that suggests meanings that elude regimes of 

representation. However, this approach does not eliminate the share of representative 

regimes in experience; the intervention lies in the way in which I depict the sentimental 

texture of Bosniak lives in terms of their given qualities, the scenes and instances that 

manifest and evoke a peculiar type of knowledge that is accompanied by its not-knowing. 

Being informed by Taussig’s notion of the “public secret” and Bourdieu’s notion of “tacit 

knowledge”, I follow Jean Luc Marion’s (2002) take of the event as a “reduced gift” that 

gives itself without a giver, and thus cannot be reduced to reciprocity. Marion adds:  

We cannot master it…It comes, does its thing, and leaves on its own. The event, I 
can wait for it (though most often it surprises me), I can remember it (or forget it) 
but I cannot make it, produce it, or provoke it [2002:159-160] 
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 The scenes and instances of my description are iterable events that do not 

necessarily yield themselves to repetition. They are related to the regimes of 

representation or the economics of gift as framed by Marion, yet always have some 

excess to offer without the conscious or deliberate attempts of the subjects on which they 

befall.  

Concerning the writing style in which I convey the eventful character of daily 

experience, I follow Tsoukas’s (2001) elaboration on Bourdieu’s notion of “tacit 

knowledge” where he claims:   

We cannot operationalize tacit knowledge but we can find new ways of telling, 
fresh forms of interacting, and novel ways of distinguishing and connecting. 
Tacit knowledge cannot be “captured,” “translated” or converted but only 
displayed and manifested in what we do. New knowledge comes about not when 
the tacit knowledge becomes explicit, but when our skilled performance is 
punctuated in new ways through social interaction [2002:1].  
 
In that sense, I draw on the poetic force of language in order to depict Bosniaks’ 

intimate way of communicating their nervousness vis-à-vis the protocols of national 

belonging and a recent urge to generate a Bosniak religious cum national identity as well 

as the sensous excess of the lived experience.  

Finally, the offerings of this work compel me to pursue “what is there?” question 

in a more sustained and nuanced fashion in my future research and writing. I aim to 

expand on the urban experience and material aspects of the lifeworlds in order to grasp 

Bosniak sentiments across private and public domains in a more elaborate way. 
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