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NICOSIA e-SYMPOSIUM ON CRISIS, DISASTER 
AND TRAUMA PSYCHOLOGY

SPECIFIC REACTIONS TO TRAUMA AMONG SERBS 
FROM BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

BORIS KORDIĆ

PRELIMINARY  INFORMATION

 presentation is based on observations from clinical 
practice, everyday life experience and discussions 
with collages and intellectuals from that geographical 
area

bias is partially excluded by the fact that I do not 
belong to Serbs by birth, only as a resident
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BACKGROUND  INFORMATION

 importance of history through: 
the lens of ideological interpretation, often nationalistic

objective war consequences

importance of national identity
massages built in psychic structure as personal identity

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

 transgenerational transmission of trauma
alienated identifications (Faimberg, 2005) - internal parents cannot 

love the child without appropriating his/her identity for themselves and 
they cannot acknowledge his/her independence without hating him/her 
and subjecting him/her to their own history of hatred
three generations are always involved

“epigenetic inheritance”
 the experience gained during the life of the parents have an impact on 

the genes of the offspring (Yehuda & Lehrner, 2018)
 the transgenerational passage of characteristics by nongenetic means
 programming of lifetime health by the conditions in the womb
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HISTORY

Military Frontier 
 borderland created by Habsburg Monarchy to protect the land of

later Austro-Hungarian Empire against incursions from 
the Ottoman Empire
 from the 16th century till 1881 (abolition)
 1857 – data from population census in the Austrian Empire - religious 

structure 
55.30% Eastern Orthodox
42.26% Roman Catholics

 a lot of Serbs migrated toward Military Frontier during Ottoman 
Empire

MAPS

Croatian Military Frontier 1868 Slavonian and Banatian Military Frontier 1849
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IDEOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION

 Serbs believe that they have inborn capacities to be good 
warriors and that they were put into Military Frontier to 
defend Austrian from Turks 

RECENT HISTORY
World War I
 on 28 June 1914, Gavrilo Princip, a Bosnian Serb Yugoslav nationalist, assassinated the Austro-Hungarian heir 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo
 violent actions against ethnic Serbs were organised in Austro-Hungarian-controlled Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia 

and Slovenia

World War II
 major Axis military operations undertaken against the Yugoslav Partisans in Bosnia and Herzegovina:
 Second Enemy Offensive known by famous Igman March
 Kozara Offensive - half of the population displaced or taken to camps
 Battle of the Neretva
 Battle of the Sutjeska

 Genocide of the Serbs in the Independent State of Croatia
 Jasenovac concentration camp

War in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1992 till 1995
 war between Serbs (Eastern Orthodox), Croatian (Roman Catholics) and Bosniaks (Muslim)
 almost half of the entire population migrated during the war
 migrations are present till now due to economic reasons
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EFFECTS OF EXTREME TRAUMATIZATION

 extreme traumatization cause an increased incidence of somatic disorders and 
psychosomatic states (Eitinger, 1965; Eitinger, 1971; Hoppe, 1968)

 the most visible consequence are disorders of affect regulation (Krystal, 1988)

 „the body keeps the score“ (van der Kolk, 1994): changes in nerve pathways, 
information processing in the brain, hormonal balance, and regulation of 
vegetative functions

 increased morbidity and mortality of traumatized individuals (Eitingera, 1965, 
1971, 1990) 

 the effects are complex, involving psychic and somatic aspects as well as the 
family and the groups to which the person belongs (Allodi, 1980; Hjern and 
Angel, 2000; Miller, 1996)

TRAUMAINDUCED PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

 is not limited to PTSD

 “trauma-spectrum disorders” (Bremner, 2002):
 PTSD, Acute Stress Disorder, Dissociative Identity Disorder, Conversion 

Disorder, and Adjustment Disorder, 

 some forms of clinical depression, Borderline Personality Disorder, and 
Somatization Disorder
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SPECIFIC REACTIONS TO TRAUMA 
AMONG SERBS IN B&H

 psychosomatic illnesses
 cardiovascular disease

 asthma

 diseases of the immune system

metabolic disorders

 ...

SPECIFIC REACTIONS TO TRAUMA 
AMONG SERBS IN B&H

 affect regulation 
 emotional outbursts even on insignificant occasions

 fear is easily triggered often with strong body reactions
 anger is easily triggered, it goes to fury with outbursts of 

aggression like destroying things

 behaviour
 tendency to be overly active or too lazy

 self
 a sense of heightened value, tendency to devaluing others
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SPECIFIC REACTIONS TO TRAUMA 
AMONG SERBS IN B&H

 parental behaviour 
 excessively protective attitude towards children, near spoiling

 favouring male children

 strong connection with the primary family even after separation

 specific splitting: inside the family is all good and outside is all 
bad

 tendency to secure children before separation

 supplying children more than necessary

...

SPECIFIC REACTIONS TO TRAUMA 
AMONG SERBS IN B&H

 other characteristics
 „Slava“ (Family Saint patron’s day - a Serbian Orthodox Christian 

tradition) - an event not to be missed at any cost, even in war

 collective forgetfulness of wartime - there is no talk of war events

 denying the psychosomatic consequences of war - symptoms 
were not seen as a consequence of the war, no help is sought
 difficulties in social life:

 a large number of unmarried, without an intimate partner 

 difficulties in marriage, sexual life, ...
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IMPORTANT MESSAGE 

 trauma created by social circumstances such as war and genocide 
destroy the historical and social existence of man (Bohleber, 2002)

 the public conspiracy of silence
 victims are left by the side with their experience and condemned to 

isolation because no one dares to talk about what happened

 a huge need for public discourse on the historical truth of 
traumatic events - sine qua non to make successful the empathic 
listeners' efforts to help the individual understand his/her trauma
(Kordić & Babić, 2018)

CONCLUSION

 political leaders in the region have almost absolute power over the 
people, they role through nationalism

 people affected by trauma are not aware of the connection 
between their trauma and their consequences and rarely seek 
medical help for a given reason

 we are far from a situation that will improve mental health

 ...


