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ABSTRACT:

This research aims to develop a comparative perspective on the legacy of war and post-war memories in post-Soviet Estonia and post-socialist Slovenia. It concentrates on urban sites of contested memory, such as monuments, war memorials, museums, other significant buildings such as Churches and prisons, cemeteries, public commemorations in the city, as well as the artistic representation of the urban experience on screen, stage, and graffiti.  Hereby the research is guided by five major objectives: First to establish the differences in the historical culture of post-socialist and post-Soviet societies. Secondly to examine how notions of collective suffering and collective resistance figure in the national narratives of both countries after 1945/ 91 and how this is reflected in the cityscapes. Thirdly to explore how the urban experience sustains a sense of identity through times of occupation and in periods of socio-political rupture. Fourthly to identify those group memories which were displaced after a revision of history took place and the corresponding sites of memory were erased. Fifthly (and closely connected to the previous point) the ways in which the Other is excluded from the city architecture while constitutive aspects of the dominating group are pronounced (i.e. attempts at hegemonisation and ethnic homogenisation). This research is based on the preliminary assumption that cities, as sites of collective memory, can sustain identity, in as much as changes to the social formation and the displacement of these lieux de mémoire potentially alters collective identities as well.  A primary source of this research consists of the actual sites of memory in Estonian and Slovenian cities and interviews with historians, museum curators, city planers, politicians, filmmakers and artists on the representation of the recent past in urban spaces. 
OVERALL OBJECTIVES:
This postdoctoral research project centres on a comparative study of a post-socialist and post-Soviet country, Slovenia and Estonia, with regard to the representation of the recent past, i.e. of the war and post-war memories.  It is the purpose of this research to examine so-called foundational narratives of collective suffering and collective resistance in those societies, most prominently this would be the partisan myth.  This will be done, by investigating sites of memory in urban spaces, such as monuments, memorials, certain historical buildings, but also official commemorations held in the cities, and the representation of war and post-war memories in film and theatre. I thus speak of an ‘iconography of cultural memory’. The research aims to develop a conceptual framework for the analysis of these urban sites of memory; and as these sites of memory are often contested by different societal groups, such as veteran organisations, or different ethnic groups (the Russian speaking community in Estonia and migrants from the republics of former Yugoslavia in Slovenia), its is also indicative to illustrate whose version of the past is represented in the city (at any given point in time) and which group memory is neutralised. Ultimately, the research intends to shed light on the dynamic relation between city and identity, i.e. on how socio-political change is reflected in the cityscapes of these two East European countries and how this in turn impacts on the reconfiguration of collective identities of people inhabiting these cities.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Building on the findings of my PhD thesis on the effects of long-term occupation on post-Soviet identities in Estonia (entitled: Historical Culture, Conflicting Memories and Identities in post-Soviet Estonia), I intend to expand my research focus and propose a comparative analysis of the codification of conflicting memories of the recent past in post-Soviet Estonia and post-socialist Slovenia (particularly with regard to memories of resistance and of victimhood) as reflected in urban spaces.
Slovenia and Estonia, make an interesting comparison: both are relatively small nations at located at the northern periphery of larger units (e.g. multinational empires); They can still be described as peasant societies in the 19th century with  urbanisation being a relatively new phenomenon; both belong to the category of ‘latecomer’ in that they achieved independent statehood late (Slovenia in 1991). The societies equally endured multiple occupations during the Second World War and they both ‘broke free’ in 1991 after being part of a  state superstructure (i.e. USSR, SFRY). Except for these seeming commonalities, it will be interesting to identify the differences between the two, when it comes to representing the past.  What are the differences between the regional logic operative in the Balkans and the Baltics?

An article in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung entitled “ ‘Unspoiled Past’. In Slovenia the debate on post-war crimes has begun” in which the author suggests that the ruling Slovenian party aims at debunking the ‘myth of the partisans’ while the established Zunft of Slovenian historians attempts at maintaining it, sparked my interest in this comparison.  According to the article, an opposition between an established ‘guild’ of university-based historians that is still caught up in ‘old beliefs’ and some younger historian ‘heretics’ can be witnessed in Slovenia. One of these ‘heretics’, Dr. Jože Dežman, director of the National Museum of Contemporary History of Slovenia  (Ljubljana) endeavours to break with the interpretive monopoly held by the old elite of historians by exhibiting (and disclosing) evidence of the atrocities committed by partisans in Slovenia (former-Yugoslavia) before and after 1945 (i.e. the post-war executions for instance in the Karst pits that were no go areas until 1990; or the Bleiburg massacre of ethnic Italian fascists; and the so-called death marches 1945). 

At first sight, the situation in Slovenia appears to be quite different from that in the Baltic States where the majority of old (party) historians has been phased out shortly after independence had been regained. 

Is this an indication that processes of dealing with the past follow a different, possibly much slower, pace in Slovenia than they do in Estonia (and the other Baltic States)?  Establishing reasons why this is so, is one of the objectives of this research.

At this point, only a preliminary explanation can be stated: namely the racial politics under German occupation where much harsher for the Slovenians than they had been for the Estonians and the German occupation of the territory of Slovenia lasted over a year longer.  Consequently, the German occupation was not viewed as the’ lesser evil’ as is often the case in contemporary Estonia.  Moreover, as Yugoslavia was the only European country that was liberated by its own forces, i.e. the National Liberation Struggle of Yugoslavia, the collective resistance of communist partisans continues to constitute an important part of modern Slovenian identity.
 The revision of history in official statements in contemporary Slovenia admits that communists monopolised the national resistance, but this is not done by exculpating the Home Guard (Domobranci), the Slovene Alliance (Slovensk Zaveza), the Royalist Chetniks (the so-called Slovenian Axis Forces) are still seen as national traitors. In both countries the ‘fratricidal war’ remains a taboo.

Narratives of collective suffering

The Estonian Occupation Museum purports the narrative of Estonians as the sole victims of the (military) occupations while memories of Estonian collaboration with the Soviet regime or participation in the killing of Jews during the Second World War are blocked. This ‘myth of victimhood’ is in line with the official national narrative and the history taught by school teachers and at the university after 1991. Hence, in the Estonian case an opposition between historians at the University of Tartu and those curating the Estonian Occupation Museum cannot be established. The Museum of Political Prisoners, Internees and Deportees  in Brestanica, Slovenia, centres around Slovenes deported by Germans (1941 – 45). And yet, the narrative of the ‘Slovenian national rise’ purports Slovenians as a tortured and oppressed people that were always striving for their own state, but both in 1918 and 1945 nationhood was lost  within Yugoslavia (thus distancing themselves from the longstanding partisan truth).
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The ‘Lihula Monument’: A Depiction of a soldier wearing a German army helmet and the order of the Estonian Cross of Freedom. On the collar and carrying a rifle. 

Narratives of collective  resistance

In the Estonian context the ‘narrative of resistance’ is a complex one. According to the official narrative of post-Soviet Estonia, the majority of Estonians were anti-Soviet dissidents and resistance fighters, hence ‘partisans’ are generally regarded as those who fought against Soviet power (i.e. anti-Soviet partisans).  However, when I spoke to intellectuals of Russian or Jewish background, ‘partisans’ almost unquestionably signified anti-German resistance (but today this is no more than a marginalised counter-memory). Consequently, a ‘partisan truth’ can be found in Estonia as well.  Since the early 1990s veterans who fought in the German army (the sc. ‘Estonian Legionnaries’) and those anti-Soviet resistance fighters who continued the fight in the forests (Est. metsavennad) after 1944, demand public recognition as ‘Freedom Fighters’ for Estonian independence during and after WWII. Theirs was a long kept private memory that could only remerge into the public sphere after 1991.  

However, with the process of EU accession in full swing, the memory of the ‘Freedom Fighters’ was once again marginalised out of the public sphere during the late 1990s as it did not fit into the West European interpretive framework of the past. We can thus speak of ‘displaced memories’. 

In the case of Slovenia a divide in society is noticeable to this day based on the choices made by individuals (and their families) during the war and post-war years (i.e. whether they joined the Communist partisans or the Home Guards).  Then again support for the NF was so much higher and widespread than support for the Home Guard which is possibly why a public figure such as Janez Stanovik , head the veteran organisation of the Communist partisans, is commonly referred to as uncle or Staioce.   The wider question with great implications for both countries is, who  can claim to have fought for the ‘national cause’, who claims the status of ‘national resistance fighter’ or ’national hero’ during and after the WWII? And how is this reflected in memorials in monuments erected in Slovenia and Estonia after 1991. 
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The reproduction above shows the main entry hall of the Estonian Occupation Museum where two massive iron locomotive replica can be found, that serve as a gateway to the exhibit. The models are exact copies of each other, except that one displays a red star, whereas the other bears the swastika: an artistic expression, which places both regimes on parallel tracks, raises the pertinent question about the dangers inherent in historical comparison.
Comparing Totalitarianisms

When dealing with the recent past, both Slovenian and Estonian historians (and historians researching them) are confronted with the ‘murky waters’ of historical comparison in their interpretation of the historical experience of the two totalitarian regimes. Here, Maier poses the essential question (for the West European discourse) as to “why the black book of Nazism remains, in the consciousness of so many of those preoccupied by the history of the Twentieth Century, blacker than the black book of Communism? And what does the difference in intensity say about the two sorts of historical memory” (Maier 2002). Likewise in the proposed comparative research this question of perspective and difference in historical interpretation needs to be carefully addressed. 

Battles over monuments

To tackle this comparative research, I would like to pay special attention to the iconography of cultural memories as manifested in monuments and museums in contemporary Slovenia and Estonia.
 I could establish ample evidence for the case of Estonia that monuments, as sites of memory, turned into a ‘contested terrain’ (Daniel Levy) with competing groups battling over their removal or defilement.  Quintessentially, I demonstrated how battles over monuments are in fact battles between contradictory frameworks of interpretation of the past, and thus over the public recognition of specific group identities.
 To this day the official canon on how to remember the fallen remains unresolved in Estonia; nor is it decided whether the fallen on all warring sides shall be honoured or just selected groups. I intend to explore whether in Slovenian historical culture similar battles over the past are raging (for instance the Trnovo war monument for the victims of the Second World War near Nova Gorica was vandalised in 2005 with fascist and Nazi slogans). 
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The Bronze Soldier monument at the foot of Tõnismägi in the downtown Tallinn was erected. It allegedly contains ashes of the perished Soviet soldiers. It is a venue for annual meetings of Red Army veterans on May 9 and September 22 (‘Day of the Liberation of Tallinn from Fascism’).

Establishing Evidence: Cites and the Urban Experience 

In the  analysis of landmarks of historical culture, sites of memory and social uses of public spaces, I will look at a range of examples:  Apart from the Museum of Political Prisoners, Internees and Deportees in Brestanica and the National Museum of Contemporary History in Ljubljana already mentioned, I will look at  the Museum of Hostages  (Gestapo Prison), the World War II Hospital Franja in Cerkno, the Gestapo prison at Dravograd, the Memorial House of the Founding Congress of the Communist Party of Slovenia in Čebine, and a numerous War Memorials. An exhibition curated by Drago Jancar  and entitled the Dark Side of the Moon which dealt with the crimes committed by Tito’s Communists (and which became par of the museum of Contemporary History in Ljubljana in 2006) provoked outrage and needs to be considered in this project. 

For the case of Estonia, I can build on and expand my doctoral research in which I have examined many aspects of the iconography of cultural memory in post-Soviet Estonia. 

In sum, there are a range of interesting points of commonality and difference between the two countries: firstly, I intend to explore whether there are differences in post-Soviet and post-socialist societies regarding the codification of the memories of the Second World War and the post war years. Both Slovenia and Estonia are relatively small nations with a very short tradition of independent statehood (Zubiaga & Ibarra & Barcena 1995; Hroch 1985). Whereas for the case of Estonia the War of Independence (1918-20) and the ‘Singing Revolution’ (1989 - 91) figure strongly in the national identity, Slovenia lacked an independent statehood in the inter-bellum but can look back on the 10 Days War of 1991 when it confronted the Yugoslav People’s Army with what was called ‘Territorial Defence’ ( December 23 is since 1991 the official Independence Day).  Here, it would be interesting to establish if the Slovenian Territorial  Defence preferred to evoke the communist resistance or the Home Guard.   Yet another point of difference that needs scrutiny is the ethnic composition of the two societies: while battles over the codification of Estonia’s troubled past have to be located within the context of inter-ethnic relations - as the Russophone community totals 32% - the Slovenian society is a more homogenous one. 
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� Dežman, is part of an organisation that is involved with the exhumation of mass graves since 2001 on the territory of Slovenia.


� The Slovenian Liberation Front (Osvoboditna Fronta)) was founded on April 27 1941 and later merged with the Yugoslav People’s Liberation Army. April 27 had been renamed from Day of the OF to Resistance Day after 1991.


� I have discussed these murky waters in a forthcoming article entitled ‘The struggle for official recognition of ‘displaced’ group memories in post-Soviet Estonia’.


� I propose to examine the representation of the war and post-war years in the National Museum of Contemporary History of Slovenia, the Museum of Political Prisoners, Internees and Deportees in Brestanica, and in the Estonian Occupation Museum (among others). 


� Here I am particularly thinking of the Pärnu/Lihula monument and the Bronze Soldier for the Estonian case (both depicted in the proposal); I still have identify the Slovenian ‘counterparts’.


� Other aspects that can only briefly mentioned at this stage is the town countryside division in both countries that comes along with various connotations; ideas of public acts of resistance and the city; ethnic polarisation and the city; and finally the conjunction of socialism and modernisation as reflected in collective housing in Ljubljana or Koverje. 
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