The Serbian Nationalists are interested not in Kosovo but in Bosnia-Herzegovina
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Extensive interview with the president of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, in the context of the recent violent witch-hunt against the Committee and herself in the Serbian media
The ongoing campaign being waged against the president of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, Sonja Biserko, by the Serbian patriotic media, journalists, writers and intellectuals would indeed be incomplete had not Milorad Ulemak Legija joined in with a letter from the Central Prison. Condemned for the abduction and murder of [former Serbian president] Ivan Stambolić, the assassination of [Serbian prime minister] Zoran Đinđić, the killing of four officials of the Serb Renewal Movement and attempted assassination of its leader Vuk Drašković - but revolted by Sonja Biserko’s attacks on his favourite writer Dobrica Ćosić, film director Emir Kusturica and columnist Slobodan Antonić - from his cell Legija joined the defence of Serb national identity, Serb history and Serb culture. He had sent a similar letter to Zoran Đindić on the eve of his assassination. (Dani)

Legija’s letter from prison
‘An illiterate maggot, as I’d call her - or would it be better to call her a shitty fly - of the falling world order has pointed the finger at whom? She has pointed the finger at people far more literate than her, who unlike her have all their lives stuck to just one line. Defence of Serbian national identity, Serbian culture, Serbian history. It is not necessary for me to specify why their deeds are more than famous.

Why am I writing this, many will ask. Why, if I myself have not been challenged. Well, I have... I have been challenged. Because this illiterate maggot has challenged my favourite writer, my favourite film director, my favourite columnist. She has attacked my Church, my army, she has attacked everything that I love, prize, respect, hold dear. She has attacked everything for which I am ready to give my life, to protect all that I love.

Why did the illiterate maggot attack all of that? Because she was told to do so. Though I would say that she did it because she is old, ugly, unfucked, insolent. Because no one loves her, because she is suffering from the menopause. Because when she looks at herself in the mirror in the morning and see what she looks like, she hates the whole world, and especially herself. Because she knows that those she has pointed at could always be like her, and even worse but ... but she can never be like them.

Though I don’t know if the maggot is aware that as long as she and those like her exist, all those she has pointed the finger at will in the eyes of patriots be more beautiful, more noble, more honourable, more exalted. While as for her, she will forever remain ugly, small and desperate. And finally, as Martin Luther said in 1521 after fixing his anti-papal theses to the door of the Worms cathedral [sic]: ‘This is my stand. I cannot do otherwise.’

Detainee Milorad Ulemek.’

 

 

 

Self-Isolation - Reality and Aims is the title of this year’s report by the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, which six months after publication has provoked unprecedented condemnation on the part of the Belgrade čaršija. It is alleged that this document of over five hundred pages, which few apart from the ever-vigilant Philosophy Faculty professor and New Serbian Political Thought collaborator Slobodan Antonić have actually read right through, contains a list of some sixty lecturers and professors from the Belgrade university, journalists, writers and even some famous sportsmen who, according to the Helsinki Committee, ‘should be called to account’ because of their ‘nationalist and anti-European views’. In addition to this alleged list of undesirable intellectuals, the statement that Serbia’s ‘insistence on the Great Serb war aims continues to generates radicalism’ has additionally enraged the truth-loving analysts, democrats and legalists; and an additional explosion was caused by the frightening discovery, by that vigilant guardian of national pride the aforementioned Antonić, that the report was written in the odious Croat language.
Sonja Biserko, one of the best-known ‘Serbian witches’ and president of the Helsinki Committee, is once again being pilloried, charged with ‘demanding the lustration and de-nazification of Serbia’ and ‘denouncing our country for bloodstained American money to those who bombed us’. These days they are openly threatening her, accosting her in the streets, turning up at the Helsinki Committee premises and the building where she lives, abusing her and waging a campaign against her in their blogs and in the patriotic media.
Having just completed a telephone conversation with an anonymous caller who addressed her as ‘an Ustasha whose mother should be f....d’, the president of the Helsinki Committee appears quite calm. ‘Why are you surprised?’, she asks. ‘I’ve got used to it by now.’
Dani: You’re the main topic for practically every TV programme and newspaper. What have you done to deserve this status?
Biserko: It’s paradoxical that over the past two weeks Tomislav Nikolić and I should have been on the front cover of all the Serbian media. The context too is interesting: Nikolić is treated like a liberal or a progressive, while I’m being treated as a symbol of darkness and reaction.

Why?
It’s obvious that Nikolić is being allowed to leave his past behind, by expressing the hope that whatever he participated in will not be repeated. At the same time, a whole arsenal of abuse has been unleashed against the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, and myself in particular, because of our annual report - which, by the way, was published in May this year.

Why is your report being talked about in this way, six months after its appearance?
This is due to two circumstances. The first is the political moment in which Serbia finds itself, and which is linked to the defeat of the conservative forces in the May elections.

You’ve been saying this repeatedly over the past few days, but I’m not sure that you’re right. Don’t you think the opposite is true: that those forces actually won, but for reasons that are not clear to us over here some of them - I’m referring to Milošević’s Socialist Party of Serbia - decided to join the other camp and form a government with the Democratic Party?
I agree: the victory was relative. It’s a fact, however, that the pro-European bloc nevertheless succeeded in forming a government, while Koštunica didn’t accept defeat and has been trying in every way to deny Serbia’s right to a European future. I agree too that the pro-European bloc won thanks to the will of the citizens, rather than to the political articulation of the elite embodying that orientation. Though it is also true that during the campaign the economy minister Mlađan Dinkić, the chief of staff Zdravko Ponoš and the defence minister Dragan Š utanovac insisted on Serbia’s European road.

What is the other circumstance you mentioned?
It seems to me that the Helsinki Committee (HC) report was placed on the agenda now, six months after its publication, in order to draw attention away from the internal conflict raging within Politika. I’m referring to the dismissal of the chief editor, Ljiljana Smajlović, who is the extended arm of Vojislav Koštunica. The Politika columnist Slobodan Antonić began the campaign against the HC in the weekly Pečat, with his purported analysis of its annual report and the story that it contains a list of Serbian nationalists. All this was subsequently carried by Nin and Standard, so it will finally turn out that the HC in fact drove Smajlović and Antonić out of Politika.

Does the report really include a list of undesirable professors, journalists and intellectuals?
No. In order to explain the political messages delivered by certain Belgrade university professors, journalists and writers, we simply quoted what those people had written or stated in the previous year. Antonić used these quotations to draw up the alleged list of ‘undesirables’, and then ascribed it to the HC. The campaign then continued by way of Večernje novosti, the tabloids and finally the paper Sport.

Because the name of the former Red Star player Dušan Savić was on the ‘list’?
You’ll remember, of course, what that man said during the election campaign!

The writer, Momo Kapor, who is on the ‘list’, has compared your report to Stipe Š uvar’s ‘White Book’.
We quoted Momo Kapor too in the report, not without reason. Nationalism in Serbia began with culture. Nationalism was a cultural project that insisted on an alleged threat to the Serb people in the former Yugoslav republics. Matica Srpska and the Serbian Writers’ Association played an important role in this during the 1990s. Several ‘cult’ books were published at that time, including Danko Popović’s The Book about Milutin. This work, which every Serb supposedly bought and knew by heart, summarises the attitude of the ordinary Serb towards a Yugoslavia for which he had died, for which he had sacrificed himself, and yet no one treated him well in return ... When this thesis about oppression, sacrifice and being misunderstood came to be accepted as a vision of Yugoslavia in which everyone else was a sub-tenant...

‘Serbia and its Yugoslavia?’
Yes, it was precisely with that attitude, that kind of view of the state in which we lived, that they moved towards the break-up of Yugoslavia. The media supported this, of course.

You often speak about the role of the media. In your latest report, you quote Ljiljana Smajlović’s articles, certain articles in Nin, Standard, the tabloids...

You may be sure that they all rose up and began to wage a campaign against the HC and myself. That’s the matrix, a well-oiled mechanism. You can’t defend yourself against that...

But Politika is so much your bête noire that one gets the impression of a personal war against the now former editor Ljiljana Smajlović.
There’s nothing personal there. Politika has always been a national institution, which played an important role in the preparation of war at the start of the 1990s. You’ll recall the section Odjeci and reagovanja [Echoes and Reactions]. Politika has changed, in the sense that its tone is now more moderate, but it remains true to Milošević’s matrix. You can see that Politika doesn’t write about the states of the former Yugoslavia in a way that is in any sense favourable to them. This attitude towards our neighbours is telling.

Is Ljiljana Smajlović’s statement relevant that you began to attack her after she’d revealed that during the NATO bombardment of Serbia you asked US foreign secretary Madeleine Albright to send in ground troops and ‘de-nazify’ Serbia?
That’s not true. Who was I, to ask Madeleine Albright for anything like that? At the time of the NATO intervention, I wrote an article published by the New York Times and other international papers, including Dani from Sarajevo, in which I wrote about the situation in Serbia during the bombardment. It is another matter that Mrs Smajlović is trying to reduce the whole thing to some personal issue. I saw her as the chief editor of Politika, as a political commentator for Nin, who expressed views that were close to the conservative political current in Serbia. That’s all.

In addition to the ‘list’, you’re criticised for two other things: first, that the report was written in the Croat language ...

How could it be, when the Serb nationalists insist that no such language exists?! Naturally, this is just a smokescreen, an attempt with stories that I’m Croat, Jewish, Muslim or Serb, depending on what suits them, to discredit me as president of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights.

 
And the other contested issue is the cover [of the report], with a floating Serbia sans Kosovo...
The cover was made up after Kosovo had proclaimed its independence. It was simply a matter of acknowledging reality.

Some professors from the Belgrade law faculty whom you mention in your report have also reacted against the HC.
Our report mentions them in the context of their questioning of Serbia’s obligation to cooperate with the Hague tribunal. 51 professors from the law faculty were involved, who signed a petition against the law on cooperation with the Hague tribunal. Most of them joined the defence of Radovan Karadžić, which we note as a fact. Before Karadžić, these professors had defended Vojislav Š ešelj, Slobodan Milošević... Their students too are involved in this.

How do you mean?
Some of them were forced to do it. They do research, prepare materials for Vojislav Š ešelj’s defence.

How is this done? By what right do the professors demand this of them?
Usually not directly, but the more intelligent among them know what it’s all about, and they came to us to complain about it. Few of them have dared to protest openly, because their future depends on their professor’s report. They’re in a trap.

Apart from the law faculty, which other faculty is in your view ‘problematic’?
The faculties of political science and philosophy. With the articles they publish in the press and also their lectures, professors from these faculties - despite the fact that this is forbidden - promote their anti-European, anti-Western and conservative views, thus poisoning young people with their nationalism.

Do you mean to say that nationalism has moved from the Serbian Academy of Arts and Science (SANU), which in your view has been a nest of conservative and anti-European views, to the university?
This is precisely what I mean. Given that the academicians are getting old (though they are still very active), the propagators of nationalist ideology are now to be found at the university. They are the new force. The annual report in question contains an analysis of the activity of certain professors at the law faculty since the 1970s, from the time of the famous debate on amendments to the 1974 SFRJ constitution, published in the Law Annals. It was already clear then that Serb nationalism based itself on hostility to the Yugoslav confederation, and that the 1974 constitution would never be accepted. Their ‘arguments’, published in the ‘Blue Book’, was adopted at the start of the 1990s by Slobodan Milošević.

What arguments do you have in mind?
Challenging the right of the other republics to independence; rejecting any possibility of Yugoslavia’s transformation and decentralisation. ... In addition to SANU and the Serbian Orthodox Church, the law faculty was a bastion of Milošević’s nationalist policy. Alongside the JNA and the secret services, they were the pillars of Milošević’s war. Milošević was the executor, and it is unfair to blame only him. I do not say this for the sake of Slobodan Milošević, but for Serbia’s sake. I think that there will be no recuperation so long as the guilt and responsibility for this policy and all that it brought about is not shared - so long as the guilty are not named. The pro-European government formed under pressure is prevented from dealing seriously with these problems...

Who prevents it? Those who were defeated?
They lost because they failed to form the government, but ...

But they’re still powerful. How powerful are they in your view?
At this point in time, they can impede Serbia’s agreement with the EU and its path towards NATO. Russia will use this in defence of its own interests. It’s using Serbia as a weapon in its war against the EU and the USA. This much is clear. It’s nevertheless good news that the whole Balkans has entered the EU’s sphere of interests, that the EU will be concerned with the countries in the region, as a result of which it is difficult to imagine right now a new war between the countries of the former Yugoslavia.

But threats continue. Raif Dizdarević said in a recent issue of Dani that he’s worried about the future of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Are you?
Ever since the Dayton Agreement, there has been a constant threat in this sense. It’s unfortunate that Milorad Dodik radicalised the question of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s integrity just at the moment when Kosovo began to move towards independence. Given that Dodik’s views met with numerous criticisms from abroad, however, the Serb nationalists have reformulated the issue, articulating it through Tomislav Nikolić’s stance on RS moving closer to Serbia. This ‘moving closer’, of course, would one day result in the desired federation, which remains the permanent orientation of Serb nationalists. They haven’t given up on that. Bosnia has always been the focal point of Serb nationalism, since before the First World War and the annexation crisis of 1908.

Do you think that as soon as Nikolić takes over the story of unification with Serbia, Dodik will return to a ‘moderate’ position.
Dodik is what he is. He hasn’t changed. It was only a matter of changing his clothes. In Bosnia you had Radovan Karadžić, who led to catastrophe. That’s why it was necessary to soften the rhetoric, which led to Dodik’s appearance. But he himself has shown that we’re dealing with one and the same project. The same will happen with Nikolić. He is being turned into a new Koštunica. Following Milošević’s fall, the conservative bloc ‘re-made’ Koštunica, just as it is now ‘re-making’ Nikolić, whose party programme shows that Serbia finds it very difficult to renounce its aspirations against its neighbours. Nikolić is a product of engineering that involves the whole nationalist and populist conservative elite.

Like who?
I am sure that SANU is involved in it. During the presidential campaign, the academicians saw in Nikolić a man who would certainly say ‘no’ to the West. When they saw that he’d lost, and understood that Vojislav Š ešelj had been too radical in his statements, hence counterproductive and destructive for the activity of the Radical Party and its leader back in Serbia, they quickly turned Nikolić into a progressive or liberal, so that the former Radical became overnight an opposition to his own party. As such, Tomislav Nikolic is becoming socially respectable, regardless of his nationalist programme. Circumstances show, unfortunately, that the story about unification of ‘Serb lands’ - Montenegro, part of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo and Macedonia - is not over. Kosovo is thus being used as a justification for Serbia’s territorial aspirations, though the Serb nationalists are interested in Kosovo only as an instrument that may help them to gain part of Bosnia. At the end of last year and the beginning of this, a demand was voiced for Kosovo’s partition.

This is the old thesis of the unavoidable Dobrica Ćosić.

Right. In 2005 Ćosić travelled across Serbia promoting his book, in which he demanded that the Serbs and Albanians should finally establish mutual borders. There is a group of historians and lawyers who have recently restated the thesis that Serbia should gain 12 per cent of Kosovo’s territory. Why 12 per cent precisely? Because Kosovo used to form 12 per cent of Serbia, so Serbia should gain 12 per cent of Kosovo. They expect that the Serbs living in the enclaves will either sell their land, or the older ones will simply die out. I repeat: Serb nationalists are not interested in Kosovo and the Kosovo Serbs. They are far more interested in Montenegro and Bosnia, which not only represents a permanent obstacle to the normalisation of relations in the region, but also makes our neighbours doubt Serbia’s good intentions.

Despite the change of government?
The government refuses to accept responsibility for Slobodan Milošević’s policy, something that is a precondition for good relations in the region. Confronting the past is the condition of all conditions. Unfortunately, however, this is not happening. On the contrary! Serb nationalism, which at one time calmed down and changed its clothes, is once again on the rise. The sentence pronounced by the new ‘liberal’, Tomislav Nikolić - that what he himself took part in should not happen again - is the maximum that the Serb nationalists are ready to accept at this moment.

Why was Tomislav Nikolić chosen to replace Koštunica? Regardless of the fact that they counted on his ‘no’ to the West, Nikolić is nevertheless a loser. Why was not Boris Tadić, for example, chosen as the object of the engineering of which you speak?
Because Nikolić is a candidate on whom they can rely. Boris Tadić is all over the place, though I believe that he is temperamentally pro-European. That’s why the nationalists suspect him. But Tadić is unfortunately becoming suspect also to his own supporters, especially after the EU’s decision not to back Serbia’s movement towards Europe until Ratko Mladić is found at The Hague. In doing so, they forget that Mladić too is an instrument of the nationalist bloc.

How?
It is difficult to believe that Tadić, who had Radovan Karadžić arrested, is unwilling to surrender Mladić. It could be very dangerous for Tadić and the pro-European bloc at this moment if the EU refused to support him because of Mladić, especially given that Serbia’s eventual membership of the EU would definitively mark the end of the expansionist project. This is why I think that Europe should show more understanding. Serbia finds itself in a difficult political situation, I would say crucial for its future. Russia has assumed a firm stand; the EU moves are difficult to understand; the domestic political situation is complicated, the economic situation is bad... And, as usually happens in such situations, there is a search for someone to blame. By diverting attention from important and grave problems, the situation is made unclear, and then all the anger and frustration of the citizens is vented upon some annual report, and mysterious list of undesirables. Hence, the attack on the Helsinki Committee and myself personally. However, we have grown used to it.
