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Through my work as an oral history researcher, I became aware that silence and

amnesia are common elements found in the majority of accounts provided by Eastern

and Central Europeans after World War II. Silence in biographical accounts can be

explained as a result of trauma, which was unavoidably experienced by the majority of

the population that lived through the Communist regimes and later ethnic conflicts in

the region. In the case of traumatic experiences, the respondents are silent because

their aim is to hide or not disclose certain events. However, in the opinion of many

historians and psychologists, even though such accounts are often incoherent and

contain numerous silent pauses, the respondents, nevertheless, share their traumatic

events 'between the lines' or by using ambiguous language. Scholars also note that

even traumatized individuals sooner or later start to talk about their most painful

biographical facts. On the other hand, there can also be other explanations for silence

and fragmentation in biographical accounts, such as anti-cultural trauma case. For

example, former Communist Party members suffer from stigmatization and it prevents

this particular social group from coming to terms with their past. Negative collective

memory does not allow the majority of former Communist Party members to make a

positive assessment of their lives during the Soviet period and thus encourages their

partial amnesia or incoherent and non-detailed accounts.

In my talk I will discuss different reasons behind silence and amnesia in biographical

accounts of Eastern and Central Europeans. The presentation is also based on my work

at the United Nations CEDAW Committee, and my interactions with representatives of

civil society and their accounts in the memories of wars in the former Yugoslavia.
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Bulgarian Jews and Israeli Bulgarians: how can silences speak

This paper is part of the panel proposed by Paula Hamilton on Silence in Memory,

Silenced Memories.

The paper is based on an oral history project completed in 2014-2016 by the Institute

for the Study of the Recent Past in Sofia. 38 biographical interviews were conducted

with Jewish women and men born before the Second World War in Bulgaria. Some of

them have spent their lives in Bulgaria and still reside there. Others have followed their

families to Israel in a mass exodus of Bulgarian Jews to the newly established state of

Israel in 1948-1951.

The paper will examine how the interviewees construct their stories. Which are the

most significant events and what are the ways of their emplotment in the life

narratives? What are the main anchors of memory of individuals belonging to the same

ethnic community and roughly the same generation who have spent most of their lives

on the opposite sides of the Iron Curtain? The comparison of their stories will also

reveal what they refrain from telling and will allow to hypothesise the possible reasons

for the silences: amnesia, trauma, resistance.

I will focus in particular on those silences, which seem to depend to a great extent on

the different public memory in Bulgaria and in Israel. The memory cultures seem to

influence interviewees' ideas of what is relevant ('tellable') and in which way, i.e. in what

kind of story. Thus, some silences amount to avoiding certain topics and/or omitting

certain details. Another type of silences might be the avoidance to articulate

attitudes/meanings that differ from the accepted ones. Comparing the stories of the

same events, told by people who have spent most of their lives in two countries with

very different memory cultures could draw the attention to silences that would

otherwise probably go unnoticed.

– IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, THE XX INTERNATIONAL ORAL HISTORY ASSOCIATION CONFERENCE, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND –



Anne Heimo

University of Turku, Finland

Memories of 1918 Finnish Civil War and strategical silence

Proposal for panel Silence in memory,silenced memories

with Paula Hamilton, Chair and Introduction (10 mins), Daniela Koleva & Dalia Leinarte

The year 2018 marks the centennial of the 1918 Finnish Civil War. In Finnish history it is

difficult to find a more painful example than this war, which effected Finnish society on

every level and in long-lasting ways, some of which can still be acknowledged today.

For decades the public commemoration of the war was allowed only for winners of the

war, the Whites, and the defeated, The Reds, were forced to mourn their dead and share

their experiences in the private sphere, at home, at work and at workers' associations. In

1960 the publishing of the second part of Väinö Linna's historical novel Täällä

Pohjantähden alla (Under the North Star) changed the political climate and aroused a

public discussion of the war in which also the Reds could take part and several archives

begun the collecting of oral histories and memoirs of the war. Still, a hundred years

later the war and its' bloody aftermath continue to be a difficult and silenced topic.

In my paper I will reflect on the different types of silences I have come upon while

studying the memories of the Civil War, and how these silences may be recognised in

oral history and life writings. People do not always tell us what they remember and

instead of comparing remembering to forgetting or amnesia, which both suggest that

these types of silences are involuntary and the psychological result of trauma, I argue,

that we should pay more attention to the fact, that narrators can also use silence

actively for strategical reasons.
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Breaking politically induced silence: Italian fascist camps and Slovenes

The paper will revolve around the poor integration of Italian fascist camps into the

historical memory of World War II. While Nazi camps as such have entered the collective

conscious across the globe, the Italian fascist internment mechanism remains largely

unknown. Hundreds of camps set up by the Mussolini regime on the current territories

of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, Albania, Greece,

Libya, Somalia, Eritrea, and Ethiopia have not been properly studied. Many studies on

Nazi camps do indeed offer a pioneering framework for research on concentration

camps in general, yet Italian fascist camps are defined by set specifics that differ from

those of Nazi camps. One of the most striking differences regards the hierarchy of

internees; Slavs were far more underprivileged than Jewish internees, which was

definitely not the case with Nazi camps.

In order to research the history of Italian fascist concentration camps, the author

assumes a view from below, using oral history records, collected in the period between

2011–2016. The author recognizes the importance of such narrations in presenting the

pieces of a historical mosaic, one that serves to shed light on one of the gravest aspects

of war crimes that were never condemned nor trialled on the international level. The

tragic experience of the internment of up to 40.000 Slovene civilians has clearly been

marginalised by dominant socio-political forces on various levels.
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Transgenerational trauma narratives: memories of the Soviet partisan attacks in

Finnish borderland

This paper focuses on the traumatic narratives of people whose relatives, friends and

neighbors were killed in the attacks of Soviet paramilitary forces, partisans, during the

Continuation War on 1941–1944 in Finnish eastern borderland. The partisans attacked

remote little villages and isolated houses in North-Western Lapland, Kainuu and

North-Karelia. They killed almost 200 people, most of them were civilians: children,

women and senior citizens. Those who managed to survive from the attacks witnessed

the killings of their relatives and neighbors and young children saw the bloodstained

dead bodies of their family members and Finnish and Soviet soldiers. The events were

very traumatic and they were remembered and told among families and villagers many

decades afterwards.

In my presentation, I concentrate on the traumatic narratives of Soviet partisan attacks

narrated by the people who have heard about the horrible events since they were very

young. Some of them were just babies at the time of the attacks and could not

remember the incidents, and the others were born after the war. Thus, they do not have

personal experiences of the partisans and the war time. My central research question is:

what is the influence of the heard traumatic narratives on the people who have not

been part of the narrated events? The research material consists of interviews and

written narratives collected mainly in 2017. Methodologically the research is based on

the oral history approach and the narratives are analyzed by using the concepts of

trauma and transgenerational trauma.
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Sensory andMaterial Memories of War – Children in Post-conflict Environment in

Finnish Lapland

During the Second World War, Finnish Lapland was heavily armed by Finland and its ally

Germany, and bombed by their common enemy, the Soviet Union. Towards the end of

WWII, the area of Lapland suffered massive destruction caused by a conflict between

the brothers in arms Finland and Germans. All residents were evacuated as the German

army applied so called scorched earth tactics exploding and burning down 90% of the

settlements and infrastructure of Lapland. When returning to the destroyed villages

and towns, the evacuated families had no choice but to reconstruct and continue their

everyday lives in dangerous post-conflict environments.

Lately, oral histories of children of the WWII have received more scholarly attention

among various disciplines. It has been argued that childhood memories encapsulate

embodied, sensory experiences of both horror and fear but also the thrill and

excitement of exploring the unknown adult territories. In a research project involving

fieldwork in WWII battlefields and conflict sites in Finnish Lapland, I have interviewed

both survivors and their children whose childhood memories relate to war. Some of

them have vivid memories of air raids and other war experiences, and most mention

the excitement of roaming in the playgrounds were filled with war remnants. In this

paper I will analyze the sensual and embodied elements of memories of childhood

spend in post-conflict environment asking how material memories of childhood

continue to resonate among the generations, and how the children and grandchildren

of the survivors have begun to process the personal and collective experiences of war.
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