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Introduction

An attempt to define the meanings of freedom is a difficult challenge for anyone coming from the Balkans, in particular from the former Yugoslavia. 

Today I will focus on the social and political landscape that emerged in and still dominates the Balkans after the fall of the Berlin wall.

Here, I would like to highlight two facts:

First, this transformative event opened – as everywhere else - a window of historical opportunity in the region.

Second, it also acted as a catalyst for the re-emergence of number of problems specific to the former Yugoslavia, and not necessarily bound only to communism.

Political elites in the former Yugoslavia missed the historical opportunity and, in particular, failed to live up and to build upon the promising parts of the former Yugoslav legacy.

In such a situation, the liberal potential of the Yugoslav socialism and advantages of a unique international position that the country held for fifty years did not constitute a strong enough foundation to ensure a democratic modernization and a peaceful transformation of that complex country.

Finally, in my comments I will mostly focus on Serbia because it played a central role in generating the Yugoslav crisis and still is today a destructive factor in the process of democratization of the entire region.
The historical specifics of the Balkans
Let me start with a few remarks on the historical specifics of the Balkans and the former Yugoslavia.
The Balkans, or the South East Europe, is one of the most complex European regions and – at the same time – at the periphery of Europe.

Throughout the history the Balkans was the object of rivalry among the big powers, Russia, the Austro-Hungarian and Turkish empires, the Soviet Union and the United States.

That rivalry has obviously left its legacy in the political and cultural fabric of the region, but it has also to a large extent impacted on division and subdivision in the region, and the dynamics of relations among different nations and ethnic communities.
Unlike Eastern Europe, the former Yugoslavia and the rest of the Western Balkans was not a part of the Soviet bloc. Thus it was free from the external stress that accompanied the advance of freedom in former Soviet bloc countries in Central and Eastern Europe. 

From the point of view of great power politics, the current situation can be seen as a positive historical development because for the first time in its modern history the whole of the Western Balkans has opted for and/or been pulled in the orbit of the European Union and NATO.

For a majority of people in the region that fact, by itself, is perceived as a guarantee for a slow, but continuous shift towards democratization in the region.
The European orientation in the Balkans is a part of the integrative processes in Europe but has been also intensified by the crisis in the region since early 90s.

In this sense, the countries in the region look up to the European Union as a major guidance and support in the process of the resolution of their individual economic, political and social challenges.

In that respect, Serbia still represents an exemption. Unlike the rest of the countries in the region it still lacks the political consensus to make a clear European choice although it continues to rely on Europe’s economic support. 
The international aspects of the Yugoslav conflict
It is important to point out that the role of the European Community in the development of the Balkans has been of fundamental importance, both today and in the past twenty years.

The European Union, together with the United States, played a major role in the resolution of the Yugoslav conflict from the very beginning of the crisis in early 90s.

The disintegration of Yugoslavia amidst the most brutal war in the European post Second World War history was the result of a number of internal and international factors developing over a long period of time, which led to the concurrent collapse of both the communist system and federal state. 
The liberal potential of Yugoslav communism and advantages of the country’s unique international position throughout almost fifty years did not provide for a sufficient basis to ensure a peaceful democratic modernization and transformation of the country.
The legacy of the former Yugoslavia

When speaking about the legacy of the former Yugoslavia let me also stress that it is important to properly assess the the positive parts of that legacy.

We have to bear in mind that the experience of the former Yugoslavia included a long period of dynamic economic development and social transformation. 
An accelerated industrial development and development of infrastructure led to a massive migration of population from villages to cities. 
Mandatory education, free health services, gender equality, development of culture and mass media changed social relation and life styles.

Yugoslavia’s opening to the world since early 60s, in particular through the policy of non-alignment and the freedom of travel, integrated the country into the world to the extent not experienced in any other communist country.

Those were the reasons why many political analysts in the mid 80s believed that Yugoslavia would be the first communist country to embrace multi-party democracy and its fundamental values in the process of peaceful change. 

Unfortunately, those estimates proved wrong.

New mechanisms generated by the disintegration of Yugoslavia and slow democratization
It is ironic that it was the very process of Yugoslavia’s disintegration and slow transformation of the newly emerged countries which led the international community to adapt its approach to crisis management, conflict prevention, nation-building and international law on crimes against humanity and war crimes.

A number of new crisis management concepts and mechanisms were introduced. 

Some of them would have proved of lasting value in the broader international environment.

These relate:

to the crime of genocide, ethnic cleansing, war crimes, crimes against humanity (in Croatia and Bosnia); to the problem of interference with supplies of humanitarian relief aid to civilian population and protection of safe heavens (in Bosnia); to the violations of cease-fire agreements (in Croatia and Bosnia); to the imposition of peace agreements and nation-building processes (in Bosnia and Kosovo); to the humanitarian intervention (NATO intervention to prevent new genocide in Kosovo); to crisis-prevention (in Macedonia); to the institution-building (in Serbia); and, finally, to the fight against impunity for war crimes and crimes against humanity (The Hague Tribunal). 
The international involvement was crucial in bringing about an end to the war and the conclusion of several peace treaties: Dayton Agreements for Bosnia, Resolution 1244 in the case of Kosovo, and the Ohrid Agreement for Macedonia. 
Transition
All these elements affected the change in the former Yugoslavia, its slow embrace of freedoms and its still evolving transition.

In assessing this transition we must be aware that there are two levels to it: the establishment and consolidation of new states and the transition process itself. 
The first one, the nation-building, was - first - obstructed by the war and – nowadays - still delayed in Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo by Serbia’s rejection to accept new realities. 
As I already mentioned Yugoslavia disintegrated amidst the most brutal war in the post WWII history of Europe.

At the heart of the crisis were the attempts by the proponents of a Greater Serbia policy to replace - after Tito’s death - the limited democracy and decentralization that existed in the former Yugoslavia with centralist authoritarian policies of Slobodan Milošević. 
In fact, Milosevic and his party and a major part of political elite tried to realize a century old aspiration of Serbian elites to dominate Yugoslavia.

Resisting Serbia’s campaign, other nations reverted – too - to nationalism as the main mobilizing force in the  establishment of new states. 
Yugoslavia’s disintegration was therefore accompanied by the revival of nationalism and regressive ideologies of the past, lack of liberal leaderships and initiatives, mass explusions of and abuse of rights of of minority populations, and domination of majority nations long after the establishment of independent states.

Today, the states that have advanced on the road towards democratic consolidation – for instance, Slovenia which has also become a member of the European Union and Croatia which expect to conclude negotiations on the EU membership in 2010 – have also experienced a decline in radical nationalism. 
This is not the case in Serbia or in Bosnia Herzegovina or in Kosovo. 
As concerns Serbia, the notion of an independent state both begins and ends with the national question.

The national question as interpreted by the political elite is superior to any notion of freedom.

The notion of freedom is also perceived as anti-communist in the sense that it is identified with a modicum of tolerance and pluralism implicit in the heterogeneity of the former Yugoslav federation. 
Often the concept of human rights is perceived as a new form of imperialism, an implant of Anglo-Saxon values, hostile to a national identity.
Moreover, the very understanding of the notion of freedom is sometimes still controversial: freedom is exclusively attached to the notion of a native nation.

The others, in fact, do not exist. 
This approach is best reflected in the treatment of all minorities, be it  ethnic, religious, political or gender.

In some circles, freedom is understood as an expression of rebellion against any order and synonymous with anarchy. 
Serbia’s notion of freedom is limited to the cause of unification of Serbs from all parts of the former Yugoslavia and their liberation from perceived ethnic or religious repression.

The country’s refusal to accept the borders of the states that emerged from the former Yugoslavia is not only postponing nation-building but also preventing the democratic transition in Bosnia Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia and - Serbia itself. 
The fundamental problem in the process of democratization of Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo is the weakness or even the absence of a civil society and the independent media. 
The establishment of a civil society is in its initial phase and is  challenged both by the authorities and the population. 
Assessment of the situation today

My activities and my experience the region lead me to conclude that the notion or sense of freedom in the region is still limited by the fear of and resistance to change and everything it implies:

democracy, pluralism, respect for human and minority rights, and, above all, responsibility for the future.

Regional elites – to a larger or smaller extent – are afraid of the future and lack both the vision and readiness to live up to the challenges it poses before them.

Nominally, yes, they are committed to market economy, to technological and infrastructure development.

But, they are not ready – not even nominally - to commit to freedom, democracy, human and minority rights or the rule of law. 
Liberal values entailing individual responsibility are not acceptable for the majority of the regional elites. 
The dominant political culture to a large extent is still based on populism, collectivism, and egalitarianism. 
The absence of a democratic political culture and a viable democratic infrastructure are reflected in weak democratic institutions, the inefficient rule of law, high level of corruption, the existence of informal centers of power, as well as lack of basic freedoms, social exclusion, failures to ensure free and fair elections and absence of civil control over security forces.
The specifics of Serbia’s “democratization”
At this point, I would like to offer a few additional remarks on the international and internal context that have led to the current status of the transition process in Serbia.

Metaphorically speaking, Serbia erected its own wall before the fall of the Berlin wall.

It was the only communist country in Europe that had planned a war to achieve its - post-Titoist - goals. 
Thus, it made impossible a peaceful dissolution of a federation as the case with the Russian and Czechoslovakian federations. 
The country’s very reaction to the fall of the Berlin wall was contentious.

Its Government supported the coup against Gorbachev.

The political elite mobilized around the Serbian national project expected – and even now still expects - Russian support in its aspirations towards the re-shaping of Yugoslavia. 
After the dissolution of the Soviet Union Russia could no longer play a major role in the Yugoslav crisis, although it did participate in the so called Contact group.
The collapse of the Soviet Union distracted Europe and the United States from the developments Yugoslavia.

This allowed Milosevic to achieve his goals relatively quickly.
Though he was not able to hold on to the whole of Yugoslavia as he had planned, with the support of the Yugoslav National Army he was able to rapidly delineate the borders of Greater Serbia.
From that position – the position of strength – he would eventually be able to exact a good price in the negotiations on a peace settlement in the region.
The post-Berlin Wall development in Serbia, apart from the war, was marked – as I have already mentioned - by the replacement of the so-called socialist values not with the democratic values but with the nationalist, Slavophil and orthodox ideology. 
That current had been dormant but always strong in the Serbian political culture.

One of the ideological pillars of the new-old political culture was and still is the Serbian Orthodox Church.

The Church is not only a strong national and political presence but it also continuously sustains the illusion of the greater national project, regardless of the changed political circumstances. 

Together with it, the continuing and incendiary anti-EU and anti-West media campaign has fostered a mass skepticism towards the so-called foreign values and glorification of the so-called autochthonous Serb Orthodox values. 
Such a mind-set, removed from reality but prevailing in the establishment and large sections of the society has plunged the country into a permanent conflict with its neighbours and put it at odds with the current political trends in the world.  

Unfortunately, Serbian radical nationalism is still alive, despite the death of hundreds of thousands and displacement of two million people on the territory of the former country, despite the first NATO intervention in Europe in the post-WW2 period, even after an almost 20-year long engagement of the European Union and the United States in the stabilization of the region.

It still prioritizes the realization of the state goal by means of territorial expansion and still obstructs the establishment of a modern and democratic Serbian state, which, as the assassination of Prime Minister Zoran Djindjić showed, could not be legally put in place. 
This nationalistic policy still generates tension and conflict in the Balkans and a threat to peace and stability of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and the whole South East Europe.  

Although the political elite have tried to project an image of a European Serbia since 2000, it has never made a serious effort to genuinely take a pro-European road. 
In spite of the fact that, according to the latest polls, 70% of population favors closer ties with EU, the political leadership is hesitant and continues to pursue its traditional conservative agenda.  
Conclusions
Let me offer a few concluding remarks:

First, 

with hindsight it is obvious that expectations that the collapse of communism would inevitably and immediately lead to the full blown democracy in the Balkans were unfounded.

We should have paid - and still do have to pay - more attention to the specifics of the region, to the prevailing traditions and values and the respective potential for the democratic transition and the introduction of freedom.

Consequently, what is needed in the region at this particula time is a fundamental change in the system of values through the strengthening of the existing institutions. 

In Serbia changes there must come from within the society. 
They have to be deep and wide, from intellectual and social renewal to enlightened leadership.

Certainly, institutional strengthening will not suffice to overcome the mistrust, fear and retrograde political culture.

What is needed are more responsible elites that would be able to unite on a democratic platform and reach out to other sides. 
Second, 

the regional context has to be furthered towards a genuine stabilization so that individual countries can nurture their own democratic development. 

In that process Serbia can play an important positive role if – and when - it manages successfully its own democratic transformation.

It would be dangerous if it were to skip that process, for than – in the words of the poet – the bell would toll not only for the country but for the region as a whole.

The chances for regional normalization would be diminished and the seeds for future disagreements would blossom.
Within the framework of the regional consolidation, Kosovo represents another test for the region and for Europe.

It is important to uphold the principles guaranteeing its future as a stable, multiethnic and democratic society.

In no case, should long-term prospects be sacrificed for the sake of short-term and swift solutions. 

Similarly, the problem of a viable Bosnia Herzegovina is still a big challenge. 
The Dayton Agreements did bring about the end of the war but did not create conditions for a functioning unified state because they legitimized the ethnic division created by the war.

Therefore, both cases – the stabilization of Kosovo, where the Ahtisaari Plan contains elements of ethnic partition, as well as the stabilization of Bosnia Herzegovina – need to be addressed so that the vestiges of the war are removed and a genuine democratic transition can start.

Third,

it is important to continue addressing other problems that hinder  regional security and its democratic consolidation:
in particular, non-punishment of those responsible for the war crimes; absence of genuine co-operation with the Hague Tribunal;  lack of proper trials of war criminals in the national courts and distortion of role of different parties in the Yugoslav war.

In the case of Serbia, especially, the state still rejects its role in and responsibility for the war, and tends to shift the focus to conspiracy theories that hold the West accountable for the collapse of Yugoslavia. 
Fourth,

it is evident that the the international community has become an indispensable factor in the democratic transition of the region:

It did so through mediation of peace accords, humanitarian assistance, institution–building, creation of the framework for democratic transformation, and by direct military intervention. 
The European Union played a key role in the establishment of the framework for democratic transformation and its implementation in the region.

It formulated the road map for thorough reforms and integration of the Balkans into the European structures. 
The process of integration and the prospect of membership in the European Union are contributing to weakening nationalist tendencies and opening room for liberalization and economic ties. 
The EU support has to be continuous, well thought out, comprehensive and primarily channeled towards liberal forces and parties, civil society, independent media, small and medium size enterprises, trade unions, and student and youth organizations. 
In short, concerted efforts must be made to strengthen still frail democratic forces in the society to open and broaden the space for Europeanization and democratization. 
Only when a critical mass in favor of political, cultural and moral renewal and progress has been achieved can we hope for a genuine, 80's style changes, this time on the basis of a truly democratic blueprint.  
Prospects for the region

Let me conclude with an attempt to anticipate the future of the region.

It is difficult to do so because of the challenges confronting the regional and international actors in securing stability and democratic progress in this highly complex environment.

It is even more difficult given the current international situation and the global economic crisis that has particularly negatively affected transition countries.

In 2001 Harold James wrote that the speed of change in the world and the general instability and uncertainty generated in the process of globalization make a fertile ground for the strengthening of conservatism and the extreme promotion of interest of individual nations or states, while discouraging the development of new, rationally grounded visions of social development and the future of humanity.
I share his view.

Moreover, I want to stress that such a situation has added to anti-Western sentiments in some parts of the Balkans, notwithstanding the level of their approximation to the European Union membership.
The EU itself has experienced its ups and downs, but has nevertheless successfully advanced towards the goals that seemed unrealistic twenty years ago.

Recent economic indicators suggest that the Union is also slowly recovering from the shocks of the last two years of global financial and economic crisis.

However, the economic progress does not suffice if there is a lack of political commitment and enthusiasm for a long-term political community project. 
The same can be said of the Balkan states that are currently in the beginning phases of economic transition.

The future of the region will depend on the consensual commitment to the national and regional democratic project and integration into the larger European project.

It will also depend on the deeper understanding of the two phenomena I spoke about: the specific phenomenon of the state Yugoslavia and its original form of communism/socialism, and the heritage both these phenomena left behind, including anti-fascism. 
They were both marginalized, even rejected in the process of the establishment of the new states. 
The Balkans is not the only region experiencing this problem. 
All former communist states have experienced similar resistance towards their past.

This is certainly understandable in the former Warsaw bloc members.

But, the history of Yugoslavia together with the origins and tragedy of its violent disintegration are specific and that fact has to be acknowledged.
Today, almost twenty years after the disintegration, when all political and other bonds were severed, links are more or less quietly being restored on all levels in the region.
This confirms me in the belief that the collapse of the former Yugoslav state cannot – and must not - be equated with the collapse of the region.

The region is incomparably older and more durable, as both late Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic and historian Ivan Djuric used to repeat time and time again.

Yugoslavia has become a part of history but the region belongs to the future and is already undergoing a form of revival. 
People are even beginning to use the term Yugo-sphere. 
Tim Judah defines this development as “the gradual reconnection of a million broken bonds within the region of the old Yugoslavia ranging from culture to business to military and police cooperation, to what must also be virtually daily regional conferences, of everyone from vets to central bank governors.”

Positive signs in the Balkans are encouraging but not sufficient.

Progress within individual countries, but also a wider movement towards a pluralized Europe will stimulate positive developments in the Balkans. 
A pluralized Balkans alike - and within - a pluralized Europe is quite a challenge.

It presupposes a huge responsibility from the regional elites and societies, and calls for critical and creative thinking and action in the region and Europe.

