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Sonja Biserko

Dear Friends,

I feel privileged to have been invited to address this Conference.

This year the 100th anniversary of WWI is being marked in Europe and worldwide. Many books have been published to throw light, from a variety of angles, on international constellation of that era. And none of them omits Sarajevo, on the contrary. 

One of these books rocked the boat in the Balkans and especially in Serbia. That was Christopher Clark’s “Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914.” Here’s a quote from the author’s foreword:
“Since the end of the Cold War, a system of global bipolar stability has made way for a more complex and unpredictable array forces, including declining empires and rising powers – a state of affairs that invites comparison with the Europe of 1914. These shifts in perspectives prompt us to rethink the story of how war came to Europe….. It is useful to acknowledge those features of the past of which our changed vantage point can afford us a clearer view.”
Three times in the past century this region was a battlefield of brutal wars – in 1914, in 1941 and in 1991. This city was under siege from 1992 till 1995: a siege typical of the Middle Ages in the midst of the 20th century Europe! Neither in the war nor in the peacetime has anyone properly explained this phenomenon.

The first Yugoslavia emerged from  WWI, the second was born from  WWII, while the wars in 1990s wiped off Yugoslavia from the map.
And what was the outcome? The Balkans of today is still on the periphery and still unsettled. True, it seems to be at peace at the moment. But how long will that be so? What has been Europe’s response to the wars of 1990s?

Today’s Bosnia is divided into ethnic entities and arranged under the Dayton Accords that have actually blocked the country rather than helped it to arise from the ashes and recover. Where is the problem? The international community imposed on Bosnia a model that blocked it. So is the Bosnian “solution” a model for the future or just a model of inability to find a new paradigm under new circumstances? Bosnia remains Europe’s problem – not only a Bosnian or a Balkan one.
The fall of the Ottoman Empire made the background for the Balkan Wars in early 20th century, while in the background of the WWII was a frustrated Germany. In the background of the wars in 1990s in the Balkans was a frustrated Serbia, a Serbia aspiring to expand itself like in 1914. And yet, the Yugoslav crisis is also a paradigm of the complex and changing world of today that still lacks answers to many questions.
Why am I telling all this? 
Because, in my view, it is most important to understand the causes of all wars if you want to build a stable peace. The peace in the Balkans would have been a mission impossible without NATO and EU. But neither NATO nor EU managed to cope with multiethnic communities. Bosnia is a dysfunctional state – and less and less of a state as days go by.

The global financial crisis has intensified the controversies of national interests even in the most “internationalized” parts of the Western world, including EU. This made a fertile soil for nationalisms in the West: while nationalisms were thriving, cosmopolitan ideas were becoming less and less attractive. In the Balkans, already devastated by virulent nationalism, such international trend plays into the hands of political elites that have never truly adopted the values of civil society. 
Today’s Balkans is seen as an arena of mutually hostile nations that cannot live together. But I would rather call it an arena of elites that rule on their monopoly on the ethnos. Weak and fragile democracies hardly have any channels through which different systems could be advocated. This is why it is almost impossible to speak about a peace in the Balkans and reconciliation of Balkan nations.  
It is crucial to understand causes and consequences, major player and the final outcome, but also the contemporary context.
The Ukrainian crisis – and the crisis in Georgia before it – is nothing but a scene of a new geostrategic struggle for the control over the unregulated and polycentric world. About the same goes for the Middle East and Southeast Asia. It is the tension between big powers, old and new, that defines today’s world. Conflicts that broke up over the past two decades have built up new walls between nations and cultures. The future of the world depends on lessening of that tension. Principles to govern a different and stable world are still not on the horizon. Dialogue, negotiations, harmonization of interests, compromise and universal wellbeing have evaporated from global discourse: they are to be found in words only. Proactive diplomacy, multilateralism as a bedrock of global relations and cooperation in the global community based on universal principles of peace and justice…Who touches on that any more?
It is against such geostrategic context of today that we need to interpret and understand not only the WWI but also our last war, the war for Yugoslavia’s heritage, and its causes and consequences. This is what we must do to realize who we are and where we stand in today’s world, and to see the light at the end of the tunnel…and dare hope that light is not a signal of an upcoming train. This is something I would like to elaborate now.
The fact that this conference takes place in Sarajevo is significant for two reasons. First, a proper understanding of the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the reasons behind it are essential for the peaceful and sustainable future of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the whole region. The proper understanding is essential for the people in this region and for the representatives of the international community. There can be no durable peace and progress in the region “unless both sides understand the true nature of war.” 

Some key questions: 
Why did Yugoslavia fall apart?

It fell apart because of different perceptions of its very birth and different concepts of the nature of the state, the way the country should be organized and governed. On the one hand, Serbs interpreted and perceived Yugoslavia as “the extended Serbia,” “their state,” for which they had fought and sacrificed themselves in two world wars. On the other hand, other nations, Slovenians and Croats, Macedonians, Montenegrins and Bosnians defended their concept of an association of equal nations. They refused to be absorbed or assimilated in the Serbian concept of Yugoslavia. This tension was evident at the country’s various stages of existence throughout the entire century. At the very end of it Serbia rejected the proposal for the establishment of a union of equal states or confederation. A new paradigm that should have been based on the genuine reassessment of the achievements and failures in the history of Yugoslavia - and thus acceptable to all - was not found. 

Why was it not possible for Yugoslavia to dissolve in a peaceful way?

The answer is the following: the Serbian elite did not accept the evolving reality and the aspiration of other republics for a higher level of independence within a common Yugoslav state frame. The emancipation of the nations within Yugoslavia was an inevitable, natural process. 

What about the role of the international community? 

In the dissolution of Yugoslavia international community had an important role in the attempted crisis management. The dissolution of Yugoslavia ended with the independence of Montenegro in 2006 and Kosovo in 2008. The process of the dissolution of the country lasted for almost 20 years, almost as long as the preparations for its destruction.

The international community – the European Community, the United States and NATO – understood well the nature of the collapse of Yugoslavia. The United States was instrumental in ending the wars in the Balkans. In 2003 the European Union offered the prospect of membership to all newly established countries of the former Yugoslavia. 

The role of the European Union in the establishment of the rule of law in devastated regional post-conflict societies has been indispensable. Many different arrangements established by the Union provided for the introduction of standards and institutions that were - and still are - essential to democratic transformation of the countries in the region. Inevitably - and regrettably - this process is slow and often obstructed by conservative anti-European forces.

What the European Union and the United States did not do is to persevere in their principled solutions. Instead, they allowed room for ethnic divisions and even incorporated these divisions into the Dayton Accords. They did not stop genocide in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1992. They waited until the massacre and genocide in Srebrenica questioned their very credibility. It was only then that they intervened on the side of innocent victims of an innocent country sucked into a mini-imperial war. 

Where do we stand now? 
The changing of the borders, in particular in Bosnia and Herzegovina, was not possible through a voluntary population transfer. Therefore, drastic measures of terror, expulsion, ethnic cleansing, and mass murders of Muslims were used to “liberate” the alleged Serbian ethnic territories and integrate them into Serbia. Genocide against Muslims was justified as a preventive action because of the supposed Muslims’ preparation for massacres of Serbs. The Dayton Accords legalized the Serbian spoils of war and, in fact, divided Bosnia and Herzegovina by ethnic criteria. Thus, Serbia succeeded in achieving some of its goals in the worst massacre in Europe in the second half of the 20th century. Unfortunately, at that time the international mediators either did not have a clear idea of or could not reach a consensus on the future sustainable organization of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Dayton Accords did not envisage mechanisms to overcome the limitations of its provisions. Therefore the Agreement remains the main obstacle to consolidation of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a functional state. 

Finally, let me return to the international politics today and end my remarks on this note.

Unfortunately, in today’s international context, Bosnia is more of a rule than an exception. Ukraine, Georgia…these are all divided a dysfunctional societies. A new partition between the East and the West is emerging with divided countries as a buffer zone. The same goes for the Middle East.

It is most important that your generation – a potential locomotive of progress in almost no time – properly understands the origins of the Balkans’ instability, the paradigm of today’s world. Your understanding of the past – recent and not so recent – and of the contemporary world would be instrumental to our common endeavor to – let me paraphrase Andric’s metaphor – “straighten out the politically and socially zigzagging Drina Rivers” of today’s world. Further thoughtlessness may easily bring about devastating consequences on the cause of peace and justice we aspire to – here and in the big, turbulent global village.
Thank you for your attention.
