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Book Reviews

Alexander Korb
Im Schatten des Weltkriegs: Massengewalt der Ustaša gegen Serben, Juden und Roma 
in Kroatien 1941–1945 (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2013).

Jonathan Steinberg once likened the absence from conventional Holocaust 
studies of the Ustasha regime’s mass murder of Serbs, Jews and Roma to a his-
tory book with the first page torn out. Alexander Korb’s provocative new study 
Im Schatten des Weltkriegs is the best kind of answer to Steinberg’s observation. 
Against the ‘overwhelming trend in historical research,’ Korb aims to show that 
there was ‘no master plan for the extermination of the Serbs, Jews and Roma,’ 
arguing instead that it was ‘multicausal and . . . not driven exclusively by racist 
and/or cultural motivations which usually serve as the reason for genocide’  
(p. 15, 444). Through an analysis of the dynamics of Ustasha terror, he wants to 
decode the ‘logic of Ustasha violence, the motivations of the perpetrators and 
the factors by which they decided on the use of violence’ (p. 16).

The book analyses three different phenomena: the deportation of hundreds 
of thousands of Serbs through the State Directorate for Economic Regeneration 
(DGRP) in the summer of 1941; the waves of massacres carried out by Ustasha 
militias between spring 1941 and summer 1942; and the construction of the 
concentration camp system between late spring and winter 1941. Korb con-
tends that the intensifying campaign of ‘mass violence’ was often contingent, 
the experience of one form of liquidation leading to the initiation of another. 
Thus for example, he argues that the violent nature of the deportations and the 
resistance to it from Serbs radicalized Ustasha militias, encouraging them in 
their belief that the Serbs were dangerous, barely-human enemies of the 
nation and that the same brutal treatment could be used against the state’s 
other ‘undesired elements,’ Jews and Roma. As such ‘the expulsions, massacres 
and deportations to camps were not simultaneous elements and the same vio-
lent process, but at specific times demanded dominance’ (p. 15–16).

Korb’s study makes a major contribution to understanding the dynamics 
of Ustasha mass terror. Although, as Korb points out, most historians of  
the Ustasha regime have argued for a premeditated programme of extermi-
nation, there have been numerous anomalies of sequencing and behaviour 
that they have struggled to explain. Using a range of archival sources,  
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Korb demonstrates how Ustasha policy was influenced at various times  
by the interventions and actions of the German and Italian occupation 
authorities as well as resistance in the countryside. In so doing, this bril-
liantly researched and conceptualised study provides an ingenious explana-
tion for the contradictions in Ustasha terror. Challenging claims of Ustasha 
marginality, he explores how the regime used the promise of social transfor-
mation and an ethnically-homogeneous nation state to mobilize ordinary 
workers and the educated middle classes. This policy was, Korb contends, at 
least initially partially successful even if ultimately it failed.

Despite its many qualities, Im Schatten des Weltkriegs can be frustrating. 
While the book offers enhanced understanding of the actions of bureaucrats, 
militias and concentration camp guards as a group, we learn relatively little 
about the individual perpetrators themselves. Aside from a handful of wonder-
fully vivid quotes, we get only a brief glimpse, for example, of what animated 
those who worked for the DGRP or the perspectives of militia men and camp 
guards. The voices of the regime’s victims are largely absent too and the text is 
over-reliant on Italian and, especially, German military sources. The book’s 
heavily-narrative writing style seems a missed opportunity for a subject ideally 
suited to a comparative interdisciplinary approach.

The book is also empirically problematic. Korb’s thesis that Ustasha radical-
ization was driven by the failure of the deportation campaign is not wholly 
convincing, not least because the chronology doesn’t work. His theory that 
Ustasha terror was functionalist, meanwhile, is contradicted not only by the 
explicitly genocidal (and hence intentionalist) speeches party leaders gave in 
the spring of 1941, but also the post-war testimonies of Ustasha officials and the 
eyewitness accounts of Serbian refugees to the Nedić Commission. Arbitrarily 
dismissing these as Serbian or Communist ‘propaganda’ while citing Ustasha 
sources often uncritically gives the impression that, at times, his study is trying 
to make the facts fit a pre-determined argument. While Korb sees functionality 
as evidence of the unplanned nature of Ustasha mass murder, he does not con-
sider how functional aspects of the campaign of terror (such as the geographi-
cal location chosen for the site of the first concentration camp Jadovno) might 
actually strengthen the case for intentionalism and premeditation. Moreover, 
his contextualisation of Ustasha mass killing in the framework of ‘civil war’ 
implies that the Ustasha atrocities were a reaction to armed resistance rather 
than the cause of it. This leads him onto some ethically-dangerous territory 
which, on occasion, comes perilously close to moral relativism.

These observations, however, should not detract from the groundbreaking 
contribution this book makes to a subject for far too long ignored in western 
scholarship. It is to be hoped that the imminent English-language translation 
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will encourage other scholars to explore some of the broader empirical ques-
tions raised in this original thought-provoking study. In so doing, they will  
contribute, as this book has, to restoring Steinberg’s lost, first pages of the 
Holocaust.
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