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Abstract 

(Public) libraries are expected to regularly weed and/or to discard 
parts of their collection. International standards and national regu-
lations make sure it is carried out appropriately and that no book 
gets permanently lost. The perception that non-librarians have of 
discarding is often diametrically opposed to the way professionals 
think about it. In fact, the weeding and discarding that ensued after 
the collapse of communism were seen as a “de-ideologization” of 
library holdings by some and as “bookicide” by others. This re-
search project, anchored in the field of (post-)Yugoslav studies, in-
vestigates the modalities of book removal from public libraries in 
Croatia and Slovenia in the 1990s and the sociopolitical implica-
tions thereof. 

While the post-1989 “cleansing” of libraries might not be a 
(former) Yugoslav idiosyncrasy, certain developments in Croatia 
make this case stand out. A study on the topic, abundant newspa-
per accounts and meagre quantitative data available on the discard-
ing of books in Croatia are confronted with personal recollections 
and figures from Slovenia in order to determine the extent to which 
this standard library practice was affected by the political, social 
and economic transformations concomitant with the dissolution of 
Yugoslavia. Based on interviews and the close reading of docu-
ments, reports and newspaper articles, this volume offers an empir-
ically founded study of the inconsistencies and lack of implemen-
tation of regulations in the field of librarianship and of the media 
representations thereof in Croatia, as opposed to a seemingly more 
synchronized environment in Slovenia. 

Imprudent political statements, terminological unclarity, the 
lack of reaction from professional librarians’ associations to cases of 
inappropriate discarding and the overall polarization of society 
partially (but not exclusively) due to the War of Independence are 
identified as the main reasons for the politicization of the issue and 
the subsequent antagonism between librarians and non-librarians. 
The second part of the book focuses on the fate of discarded 
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volumes and by doing so provides an innovative and original in-
terpretation of postsocialist transition and post-Yugoslav memory. 
Whether on the shelves of a library, in film or as objects in exhibi-
tions and artistic performances, two books in particular and “the 
discarded” in general are analyzed as “memory triggers” and thus 
potential vehicles for a critical examination of the recent past. 
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Preface and Acknowledgments 

“Culture is essentially a graveyard for books and other lost objects. Scholars  
are currently researching how culture is a process of tacitly abandoning certain  

relics of the past (thus filtering), while placing others in a kind of refrigerator,  
for the future. Archives and libraries are cold rooms in which we store what  

has come before, so that the cultural space is not cluttered, without having to  
relinquish those memories entirely.”  

Umberto Eco1 

In 1989 the Berlin wall fell, Yugoslavia won the Eurovision song 
contest, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini issued a fatwa calling for the 
death of Salman Rushdie for having published the novel The Satanic 
Verses (1988), and Francis Fukuyama proclaimed the end of history. 
If someone else were to write this sentence, the selection of events 
that marked 1989 would probably be somewhat different. The mul-
tiplicity of perspectives would nevertheless converge towards the 
fact that the year is generally remembered as a turning point in his-
tory, marking the end of state socialism in Europe and therefore the 
beginning of a new era, that of postsocialism. Around the same 
time, the process of disintegration of the Socialist Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia (SFRY) culminated in a decade of wars. Conse-
quently, former Yugoslav countries are simultaneously postsocial-
ist, post-Yugoslav and post-conflict societies that in the past quarter 
century faced multiple transformations. While the political, eco-
nomic and social dimensions of what is commonly referred to as 
transition, i.e. the shift to market economy and political pluralism 
have been more or less successfully studied, mostly within the par-
adigm of Europeanization, the transformations in the realm of cul-
ture have been predominantly approached by deploying nation-
building as the primary interpretative framework. What such anal-
yses often exclude, however, are non-state actors, as well as local 
forms of organization, which operate in a globalized and increas-
ingly interdependent world that in the meantime underwent the 
Internet revolution. In fact, to the abovementioned list of singular 
events that marked the year 1989 the invention of the World Wide 

 
1  In Carrière, J.C. and Eco, U. (2011). This is Not the End of the Book. A conversation 

curated by Jean-Philippe de Tonnac. London: Harvill Secker, 63. 
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Web (WWW) by the British computer scientist Tim Berners-Lee 
could be added. 

When a country disappears, it leaves behind material and im-
material signs of its (past) existence. Some of these buildings, insti-
tutions, monuments, books, documents, festivities, practices or rit-
uals are then preserved, stored, or musealized; others are torn 
down, removed, or abolished. Some outlive the defunct country in 
unchanged form, while the function and meaning of others change. 
Still others disappear forever, or until they resurface again in the 
future. The outcome of these processes undoubtedly influences na-
tional identity, narrative and image, but who does the “filtering” 
and on what grounds? Is it even possible to talk about a rational 
selection process? In those circumstances, what is the fate of the ma-
terial legacy of a vanished state? What role does it play? 

Objects as “carriers” or “triggers” of memory are as important 
for groups, which do not have a memory of their own, as they are 
for individuals because memory “exists only in constant interaction 
not only with other human memories but also with ʽthingsʼ, out-
ward symbols” (J. Assmann 2008, 111). In the novel Museum of Un-
conditional Surrender, Dubravka Ugrešić writes that “if the country 
has disappeared, then so has collective memory. If the objects that 
have surrounded us disappear, then so has memory of the every-
day life that we lived” (Ugrešić 1998, 243). But how do these objects 
disappear? Can their disappearance actually induce a form of re-
membrance or, rather, a (critical) examination of the past?  

Such changes are rather complex and cannot be unequivocally 
attributed to “the state” and to a top-down course of action ana-
lyzed ex post facto through a “before” and “after” comparison. It is 
solely the tension and interplay between inclusion and exclusion, 
memory and forgetting, the spoken and the unspoken, the lost and 
the found that do justice to the multi-directionality of the power 
discourse that underlies each sociopolitical transformation. The re-
negotiation of these categories during the “Autumn of Nations” in 
1989 and the transition to market economy produced residues in 
the form of statues, street signs, memorabilia, furniture, books: 
“cultural remains” that covered Eastern European streets together 
with fallen leaves. In the following years they began to inhabit 
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museums, flea markets, landfills, or other less likely places. At an 
abstract level, among these objects’ books stand out because of their 
non-negligible symbolic weight, as they are universally associated 
with knowledge, wisdom, and, more broadly, culture and memory. 
Even if stained and with a couple of pages missing, a book in the 
rubbish dump is more likely to provoke disgust than an object of 
everyday use spotted at the same place. Furthermore, due to their 
double nature as objects and symbols, throughout history books 
have been targets of violence directed at their authors, their con-
tents, their language, and, consequently, the culture they are asso-
ciated with. This is particularly the case in times of sociopolitical 
upheaval and armed conflict like the situation in the former Yugo-
slavia. 

The demise of this multinational, multilingual, multiconfes-
sional, politically non-aligned and economically self-managed 
country, the ensuing wars and different attempts at nation and 
state-building left their mark on books and libraries across the re-
gion. The destruction of the cultural heritage, including libraries 
and invaluable manuscripts, during the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s 
is widely known and researched. But what happened with books 
that became “outdated” once the country ceased to exist, such as 
The Selected Works of Josip Broz Tito, volumes on the People’s Liber-
ation Struggle, disquisitions on workers’ self-management, and 
books on Yugoslavia in general? Is there such a thing as an outdated 
book? The overall impression one gets from conversations with 
people at different levels of familiarity with librarianship and the 
book industry, but who all lived through the dissolution of Yugo-
slavia, is that in the 1990s countless books were thrown away by 
individuals and institutions. At the same time, school and public 
libraries were increasingly reviewing their collections in order to 
adapt them to the new sociopolitical reality. In Croatia the first pub-
lic reactions to the “cleansing” of libraries started appearing almost 
concurrently with the numerous newspaper reports about the li-
braries destroyed in war-affected areas. However, opinions dif-
fered as to the cause of the “cleansing”, ranging from the need to 
“cleanse” the Croatian culture and language of Serbian influences 
to an absolute civilizational barbarism. A number of newspaper 
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articles, a couple of lawsuits and a book on the topic ensued. These 
clearly emphasized the Croatian case, but to what extent was the 
situation in this post-Yugoslav country different from what hap-
pened in other postsocialist countries, where large cultural institu-
tions and publishing houses were massively dumping unsold 
books and libraries and making room for western publications by 
discarding so-called “red literature”?  

These were more or less the questions that I had, and the little 
that I knew about the topic, before reading a volume published by 
Ante Lešaja in 2012: Libricide: The Destruction of Books in the 1990s in 
Croatia. In it, sporadic newspaper reports about library “cleansing” 
in the 1990s acquire a new meaning and are placed within a differ-
ent context: the destruction of books is a phenomenon, argues the 
author, a symptom of the exclusionism (isključivost) that reigned in 
Croatia in the 1990s. Such exclusionism consisted in the antagoni-
zation of Yugoslavia, anti-fascism, the working class, the Serbs as 
well as dissenters and was the main criterion for the removal of 
books from primarily public and school libraries, and it applied to 
books on Yugoslavia, socialism, the National Liberation War and 
anti-fascism, the Serbs, and the working class, and, finally, to any 
books expressing disagreement with existing policies (Lešaja 2012, 
502). The idea of libraries removing “unsuitable” (nepodobne) books 
started progressively attracting my attention. Are libraries not, in 
Eco’s words, “cold rooms in which we store what has come before”, 
and frequently considered as belonging to the same category as 
mnemonic institutions like archives and museums? Even mne-
monic institutions, public libraries in particular, are compelled to 
discard certain materials from time to time, but this should not be 
regulated by ideological criteria. Through the mandatory periodic 
review of their collections, libraries often face the dilemma of what 
to keep and what to discard, which could be regarded as a synec-
doche of larger, societal processes, of what Eco calls “filtering”. 
However, is there any difference in the criteria used in the process? 
Discarding is a regular library procedure that usually passes unno-
ticed to most of the population. It becomes an issue when it is car-
ried out in an inappropriate manner, is contrary to professional reg-
ulations, and/or is turned into a (political) scandal. In Croatia most 
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citizens have heard of library “cleansing”, but what exactly is im-
plied by this term? How did library “cleansing” even become a 
topic if, as most librarians insist, politically motivated discarding 
occurred, if at all, only in isolated cases? Is the Croatian case a 
unicum in former Yugoslavia? Other, more general questions 
started piling up: To what extent do the acquisition and particularly 
the discarding of books in public libraries reflect sociopolitical and 
value changes on a national and local level and do they concomi-
tantly act upon them? What is the degree of control the state—that 
is, the responsible ministry (in the case of public libraries, the min-
istry of culture)—exerts in this domain? Or is it, rather, the individ-
ual librarian who decides what is to be weeded (moved to a second 
level of access usually not open to the public), discarded (perma-
nently withdrawn from stock) and acquired? In other words, is it a 
political (enforced by the state/local authority), economic (regu-
lated by the market) or professional/individual (initiated by the li-
brarian) decision? How do developments in the publishing indus-
try influence libraries? Is it possible to draw any conclusions on the 
Yugoslav dissolution and/or the process of dealing with the social-
ist and Yugoslav past by looking at library practices? These are 
some of the questions I tackle in the first part of the volume, where 
the accent is on discarding in public libraries in the transition pe-
riod by using examples from Croatia and Slovenia. It is preceded 
by an overview of the salient features of postsocialist, post-Yugo-
slav and post-conflict transformations, namely, the framework 
within which the removal of books was taking place and was being 
discussed. In the second part I turn my attention to books, whose 
lives do not necessarily end once they are discarded. How does the 
value of books change with the changing of the sociopolitical con-
text? Do books have a limited lifespan like other objects and turn 
into rubbish? What role do garbage dumps and rubbish have in the 
definition of identity? To what extent can books (and libraries) be 
regarded as a materialization of memory?  

The present study is an attempt at answering these and other 
questions, the product of four years of research and several creative 
breaks, reflection and incessant journey through the legacy of Yu-
goslavia and the intricacies of post-Yugoslavia. This book is a 
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revised version of my PhD dissertation, which would not have been 
possible without the help and support of the wonderful people who 
walked with me the long road to its completion. I am deeply in-
debted to my supervisors, Prof. Dr. Andreas Langenohl and Prof. 
Dr. Mitja Velikonja, who magnanimously shared their knowledge, 
experience and patience with me. A big thank you goes to all those 
who agreed to devote their valuable time to answering my ques-
tions and who helped me with the collection of sources and mate-
rials. I also wish to express my gratitude to all colleagues, friends, 
and acquaintances who in various ways contributed to this project. 
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