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The massacres perpetrated by Bosnian-Serb forces against the Muslim Bosniak people after the fall 

of the Srebrenica enclave in July 1995 have created at least two different national trauma’s. Firstly a 

Bosnian one, the trauma of a society of survivors of the genocide. Secondly, a Dutch one, the trauma of a 

society having to come to terms with the complete failure of its blue helmet soldiers of the Dutchbat III 

mission to protect the Srebrenica safe area. The idea of such a “national” trauma at first seems 

paradoxical, because “trauma” (the term derives from the Greek word for “wound”) is commonly 

understood to be an intense negative experience, which unexpectedly, painfully, extraordinarily and 

shockingly interrupts the common way of living of a person.1 Such experiences can affect different 

people in different ways. Traumas and their effects are strictly personal. Yet, according to the concept of 

“national trauma” there are events which attack the social life of a nation, of an imagined group of 

people. Through this attack, the social life within the nation loses its predictability, its members no 

longer know what to expect from their living together and the resulting confusion traumatizes everyone 

within the nation.2 Thus the concept of a national trauma uses the phenomenon of certain events 

negatively affecting a person’s mental condition to describe the effects of an event on a group. 

This definition was formulated to describe the effects of the 9/11 attacks on US society and fits 

neither the Bosnian nor the Dutch national Srebrenica trauma exactly. In the Bosnian case, the trauma is 

much closer connected to personal trauma, as for thousands of survivors, Srebrenica meant living for 

months under horrific conditions within the enclave, the loss of relatives and friends and the experience 

of being hunted by the Bosnian-Serb forces. For Bosniaks who were not at Srebrenica the events there 

are part of the trauma resulting from the civil war, a symbol for the monstrous acts perpetrated against 

their people. 

For the Dutch, “Srebrenica” is a trauma of a different kind. Few Dutch citizens directly suffered from 

the Bosnian civil war. Few of the soldiers sent there died. Yet Dutchbat was in Bosnia a representative of 

the Dutch nation, a symbol of the Dutch willingness to help protect innocent lives, to do good. The 

complete failure of the Dutch mission to do so and the way in which the soldiers were bullied and 

humiliated by the Bosnian-Serb forces led by Ratko Mladić reflects on the understanding the Dutch have 

about themselves. If the Dutch soldiers were not ready to risk their life in order to protect the people in 

the enclave, what does this say about the imagined characteristics of the Dutch nation? 

Personal traumas express themselves through phobias or nightmares, national traumas appear in a 

nation’s cultural products, for example in movies. In movies, the trauma can be given form and context, 

                                                           
1
 ARTHUR NEAL, National trauma and collective memory. Armonk 2005. 3. 

2
 Ebenda, 3f. 
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visualized and made more comprehensible. As with personal trauma’s, recognition of the trauma is just 

the first step, the aim is healing it: Re-establishing normal social life in the nation. 

Interestingly, in both Bosnia and the Netherlands only one film about Srebrenica has been produced 

so far. For Bosnia this is the 2010 cinema movie “Belvedere” by director Ahmed Imamović. He explained 

in an interview that funding a movie in Bosnia was so difficult, that is was “almost an accident, whenever 

a movie gets made.”3 In the Netherlands, funding might be more available, yet the topic “Srebrenica” is 

still very sensitive there, as the nation has not quite come to terms yet with the role of its soldiers in the 

events. Therefore the only film on the topic to date is the TV-miniseries “De Enclave” (The enclave) by 

director Willem van de Sande Bakhuyzen which was first aired on Dutch public TV-channel VARA in April 

2002. The series consists of three 50 minute long episodes. 

 

This essay analyses and compares “Belvedere” and “De Enclave”. The thesis is that each of these 

movies is an expression of the specific national trauma the massacre has caused in Bosnia and the 

Netherlands. As the national trauma was different for each nation, each movie shows the massacre in a 

different way. To this end, the plot, the characters and the style of the two movies are compared. 

 

Belvedere, being a cinema movie, runs only 90 minutes. De enclave is a television production and 

divided into three episodes, running about 150 minutes in total. This allows for a more extensive plot 

and more themes to be discussed and shown. Both films take place in the “here and now”, the same 

time has passed since the massacres in July 1995 in the movie and in reality. Belvedere thus takes place 

in 2010. The main character, former teacher Ruveyda, lives with her sister Zeyna, her brother Aliya and 

their children Harun and Adnan in the refugee camp Belvedere. Ruveyda has lost most of her male 

relatives and has not been able to recover their remains. Two story lines develop in the movie. Firstly, 

Ruveyda’s confrontation with the Bosnian-Serb Drazen Obradović who lives nearby the refugee camp 

and whom she claims to have been an officer during the massacre, separating men and boys from the 

women. She suspects him to know where her relatives are buried. Secondly Ruveyda’s nephew Adnan’s 

participation in the reality television show Big Brother (“Veliko Bratko”) in Belgrade. While her relatives 

take solace in watching the silly show, Ruveyda is consumed by her grief and finally blows herself up 

together with Obradović, causing Adnan to leave the Big Brother house. 

                                                           
3
 KATHRYN HAMPTON, Bosnia Oscar Nominee Tells 'Story After' Srebrenica, balkaninsight.com, 12.12.2011, unter 

< http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/bosnia-oscar-nominee-tells-story-after-srebrenica>, 03.06.2015. 
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The theme discussed is not the massacre itself, which is hardly referred to. The focus is on the 

condition of the survivors, mainly the women whose relatives disappeared. An additional conflict is that 

between those who survived the massacre and are unable to come to terms with it and the generation 

of those who are too young to remember or were born after the massacre. 

De enclave focuses on a separate character in each of the three episodes, although the character 

from the first episode returns in the others and can thus be said to be the main character of the whole 

film. His name is Ibro Hadzić, a Bosnian Muslim who worked as a translator for the Dutchbat UN-mission. 

After the fall of the enclave, his, father, mother, brother and sisters, were killed. Ibro survived, married 

one of the female Dutchbat soldiers and now, in 2002, works as a translator for the Yugoslavia tribunal in 

The Hague. One day a new defendant is brought in, the Bosnian-Serb Darko Bokan, who his suspected of 

war crimes during the Bosnian civil war. Ibro thinks Darko is one of the soldiers who took away his father 

and brother but nobody believes him. 

In the second episode Ibro kidnaps Darko to make him confess. This episode shows Darko’s and 

therefore a Bosnian-Serb perspective on the events. It transpires that he was indeed present at 

Srebrenica and actually took part in the torture and murder of Ibro’s father. It is also shown that Darko 

was disgusted and ashamed by the crimes he witnessed and was forced into participating. The episode 

ends with Ibro demanding former Dutch foreign minister George Terhoef, who was in office during the 

massacre, come to the building where he is holding Darko hostage. 

The third episode takes place four years after the kidnapping and focuses on Terhoef, who is visiting 

the Srebrenica area on an official visit combined with a holiday with his wife Ilse and daughter Tara. The 

events of 1995 catch up on him when he meets Ibro who has served time in Dutch jail and has returned 

to finally find his dead relatives. One evening Tara disappears and Terhoef feels for himself what it 

means to lose a child. He then finds Ibro, who apparently abducted Tara to teach Terhoef a lesson. Ibro 

tells him he has now found all of his relatives’ remains, then shoots himself. 

Both films discuss the suffering of Srebrenica survivors who do not know what happened to their 

relatives. In its discussion of themes like the perspective of a Bosnian-Serb character, however, De 

enclave takes a wider approach. It is revealed in the second episode, that Darko and Ibro actually knew 

each other as children and that Darko also knew Ibro’s father, whom he was nevertheless forced to 

torture to death. This could be interpreted as an analogy of the tragedy of the Bosnian civil war, when 

individuals who had been friends and neighbours fought against and killed each other. In the third movie 

the Dutch film also shows the perspective of the Dutch officials who in 1995 had to choose between 

protecting the enclave and protecting their own soldiers. The generational conflict between survivors 
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and younger Bosniaks is not shown in De enclave. On the contrary, young Bosniak girls are shown to be 

activists in Srebrenica memorial groups. 

Both films focus on the suffering of the survivors. For the Bosnian side this is important as the 

survivor trauma exists in Bosnian society, for the Dutch side because these survivors who lost relatives 

are the ones blaming the Dutch mission and for whose suffering the Dutch can be said to be responsible. 

The secondary conflicts and story lines in the movies differ. Generational conflict is theme important 

for Bosnian society and therefore important to show in the Bosnian production. The Dutch series instead 

focusses on Dutch responsibility and involvement in the massacres. The excursions into the tragedy of 

the civil war and the Bosnian-Serb perspective might be an attempt to explain these topics to a Dutch 

audience unfamiliar with them. 

 

As both films deal with similar themes, it might be no accident their main characters have an 

uncanny similarity. Both Ibro and Ruveyda are consumed with the wish to find the bodies of their 

relatives, which brings them into conflict with their surroundings. Ruveyda stalks Obradović who charges 

her with harassment. She is unable to join her sister in finding solace by watching Adnan in the Veliko 

Bratko house. Ibro is in the first episode shown to have just fathered a daughter. Instead of focusing on 

his family, he tries to force Darko to tell him what happened at Srebrenica, making him end up in jail. In 

both movies, the post-war justice system is on the side of the perpetrators. In the end of the series Ibro 

kills himself after having kidnaped the daughter of the Dutch ex-minister to take revenge on him. 

Ruveyda blows herself up with a hand grenade to take revenge on Obradović. 

Both characters show similar behaviour and radicalization. In the story line of the movie, these 

characters symbolize the pain felt by the survivors of the massacre. An advantage of fictional film over 

documentary film are enhanced possibilities to evoke emotion. Documentaries aim at conveying a truth 

of facts, movies shows an emotional truth. The viewer does not just hear someone tell what it means to 

lose a husband or a father but he can feel for a short moment the loss and the despair of those to whom 

this happened. For this to work, there has to be in the movie a character with whom the viewer can 

identify. This does not work with an anonymous person, one character has to suffer on screen so the 

audience can feel pain in their seats. Ruveyda and Ibro can thus be interpreted as the vehicles through 

which the pain of the survivors is transmitted to the audience. Their obsession with the past, their hatred 

against the Bosnian-Serbs and their inability to continue living in a world wanting to forget. 

Ibro commits suicide after having finally identified all his relatives, while Ruveyda dies to revenge 

her relatives. I find it remarkable, however, that both characters die at the end. This might have been 
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done to create a climax in the film, to drive the message of the severity of their suffering really home to 

the audience. After all, Ruveyda going back to teaching in the school of her refugee camp and Ibro going 

back to live with his wife and daughter would have created a message of hope both films apparently did 

not want to include. 

The central Bosnian-Serb characters, Drazen Obradović and Darko Bokan, also share similarities. In 

each production they first appear wearing a suit. This juxtaposition in both movies of the Bosniak 

survivors and the suspected war criminals in business wear strikes me as odd. An explanation might be 

that wearing a suit symbolizes the kind of war-profiteer who was not just on the sides of the 

perpetrators but also made money out of it. Both Bosnian-Serbs at first refuse to acknowledge their 

involvement in the July 1995 massacres. This refusal to cooperate and lack of remorse drives their 

counterparts Ruveyda and Ibro to attack them. Obradović stays a rather stereotypical character 

throughout. He is shown to have a happy family life, yet curses at Ruveyda and reports her to the police. 

He symbolizes the Bosnian-Serb murderers who still live unpunished in Republika Srpska. Bokan is more 

ambiguous, he is shown to indeed be a war criminal, something that is only implied in the case of 

Obradović. Yet he later on also shows remorse, guilt and shame at his deeds. 

The other important characters in both movies do not have readily comparable counterparts. In 

Belvedere the most important side character is certainly Ruveydas nephew Adnan, who represents the 

generation of young Bosnians who want to forget the war and carry on with their lives. He might be 

compared to Terhoefs daughter Tara who is of comparable age in movie time. Tara however acts in the 

movie as the conscience of Terhoef, constantly asking him unpleasant questions and reminding him of 

his responsibility. She, it seems is not ready to move on with her life at all, but instead seems to like the 

idea of being an activist forcing her father, and with him established Dutch society, to face their guilt and 

involvement in the Srebrenica massacre. While Adnan has heard war stories all his life and wants to let 

go of the past in order to create room for himself to develop, Tara has no problem referencing to the 

past, safe in the knowledge that she can at any time go back to her prosperous home untroubled by a 

wartime past. Terhoef himself is a character wholly without counterpart in the Bosnian production. He 

represents the responsibility and guilt of the Dutch administration. 

 

Belvedere and De enclave both movies use an alteration between two distinct colour and lighting 

styles. Belvedere is mostly held in black and white, giving it a very depressed atmosphere that reflects 

the feelings of its characters. Only the scenes in the Big Brother House, which come into the refugee 

camp through the TV are in colour. This enhances the shrill and idiotic atmosphere of the life there. By 
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the use of colour, the contrast between the darkness on Ruveydas mind and Adnans aspiration to break 

out of his sombre surroundings are underlined. The main action in De enclave is kept in normal colour, 

here the difference are in extensive flashback scenes used in all three episodes in which the events of 

July 1995 are shown. These scenes have a glaring blinding light to them, obscuring the edges of the 

screen. Firstly this lighting shows the difficulties the characters have in remembering what exactly 

happened, as the viewer has difficulties viewing the events on the screen, so the characters have 

difficulties remembering. Secondly, in these flashback the viewer sees re-enactments of the Bosnian-

Serb crimes of 1995, torture, rape, pillage, and also re-enactments of the behaviour of the Dutch 

soldiers, how they refuelled the deportation busses, how they drank with the Bosnian-Serbs and how 

they danced after abandoning Srebrenica. The different way of lightning is thus also used to mark re-

enacted scenes for the viewer, who is shown here events that happened like this in real life. It was of 

course necessary to distinguish these scenes somehow, for them not to be confused with the regular 

storyline of the film. What I found most surprising about these scenes is that through them, questions 

that are still sensitive in the Dutch public discourse on Srebrenica are being addressed rather mercilessly. 

It is clearly shown that the Dutch soldiers knew what was going to happen to the Bosniak men and boys 

and that they did not do anything to stop it. Particularly shameful for a Dutch audience are the images of 

the party in which the soldiers celebrated the end of the Dutchbat mission. 

Belvedere uses the difference in colour and lighting to contrast different realities in the present and 

the different outlooks of the characters who are presented in either black and white or colour. De 

enclave uses special colour and lightning to show the relation between past events and the characters 

living in the movie time present and also to mark out re-enacted scenes of more or less historic events. 

 

The two films share surprisingly many similarities in themes discussed, character development and 

even use of colour and lightning. It is through the differences, however, that one can see what specific 

national traumas they were made to address. Belvedere deals with the suffering of the survivors, the 

conflict with the Bosnian-Serbs and the generation conflict between those who cannot let go of the past 

and the young ones who barely remember the war and want to look towards the future. In Bosnia of 

course most people remember the war and do not have to be reminded of what happened. The aim of 

Belvedere is not really to show what happened at Srebrenica or afterwards because the audience can be 

assumed to already know. Instead the aim is to create an experience that makes it possible to discuss 

problems and conflicts in modern day Bosnia. In fact, Belvedere is not a movie about an event in the past 

but about life in a present day Bosnia trying to deal with the past. 
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De enclave has a different, and in a way more complicated task. As it discusses a topic that does not 

directly relate to its audience, most Dutch did not experience the Bosnian civil war, it has to explain the 

conflict, the massacre and the role of the Dutch soldiers. This is done through the different characters. 

The most important perspective is that of Ibro, the victim and survivor. Through him the audience learns 

the pain of those who couldn’t locate their family members after the massacre. Yet the movie also shows 

a Bosnian-Serb and a Dutch government perspective and shows in specially marked scenes what 

happened and what the Dutch did and did not do. While Belvedere does not need to show these scenes 

because many in the audience experienced them more or less directly, De enclave has to firstly tell its 

audience that these things happened and what the Dutch role in them was. Part of the task of the film is 

to bring up a topic that many in the Netherlands are until today reluctant to discuss because it is so 

complicated and painful, although the movie is already thirteen years old. The task of this film in healing 

the Dutch national Srebrenica trauma is to make Dutch society acknowledge what happened and what 

the Dutch role was. It is thus a movie about the past many in the Netherlands would rather but should 

not forget. 


