Jelena Milic

Between the Walls 
Several years before the fall of the Berlin Wall I lived in Jajce, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Yugoslavia, a symbolic city of Tito’s Yugoslavia. I was listening to Pink Floyd’s The Wall, a record I bought in Italy, where my parents took me for skiing almost every year.  I was listening to it with my Croat and Muslim friends, not thinking about them in those categories at all at that time. We were just schoolmates and friends.  I was separating them only by those who where listening to AC/DC rather than the Doors, and vice versa. The school I attended was newly built, comfortable, large, well equipped. The quality of education was decent. I was a  teenager, thought that everything was fine, did not think about the system, was oblivious to fundamental distinctions between Italy and Austria on one hand and Yugoslavia on the other, although I was  visiting them on a regular basis. Maybe a size of  a car that my parents, hard working doctors,  had at the time was not fitting to majority of the other cars in  parking lots abroad. Still, life was good. 
Then Tito died. My parents decided to move back to Belgrade, Serbia, under the pretext of my forthcoming university days. The first shortages of fuel and coffee started, but my major interests were still skiing, music and dogs. I remember a short period of economic recovery, led by a pro-reform oriented leader Ante Markovic, who my parents supported. Later I discovered that the EU supported him too, but someone else didn’t. It was the period when The Wall fell. I watched it on TV. I felt sorry for the lives of Eastern Germans, Hungarians and others before, wishing them all the best in the future. Did I envy them at the time of Ante Markovic and the fall? I don’t remember. I never heard my parents talking about atomic shelters or Russians as a big problem. I remember that at the time of the fall I had already seen Dire Straits in concert three times and Talking Heads once.  Lack of political freedoms and a free market economy, yes they were always talking about that, but it was Ante Markovic time and things were becoming better. We didn’t have to break down any walls it seemed. Just to remove a brick by brick of Titoism, preserving all good inheritance. 
But then Yugoslavia died. Or  it was murdered. Or it committed suicide. Or the western community spread the sparks of violence. Or it just collapsed into a bloody war. Like a rotten, poorly built wall. And political Milosevic was born. It is still not clear to many in Serbia what was the egg and who was the hen in this story. Anyhow, a wall of social security and careless youth fell around me too. A wall of international isolation and its huge consequences on the everyday lives of common people was built instead. Pictures of suffering and destruction replaced MTV.  
I had started to distinguish people around me not merely on skiing quality and music preferences any more, but on the grounds whether they were in favor of killing Muslims, Croats and Serbs, just because what they where, as a way to dissolve disputes, or not. 
Some of my acquaintances in Serbia, and most of the media in Serbia, were talking about  my friends and unknown people from Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina as enemies  by default, as archenemies. Despite all the propaganda and lack of direct communication, I knew that the seizure of Sarajevo was wrong, that too many things were wrong, but didn’t know what to do to change it, apart from offering humanitarian aid. I celebrated the Dayton peace agreement, but didn’t like the western community’s description of Milosevic from that period, i.e., as a pillar of stability in the region. I was  marching against election fraud with my fellow citizens of Belgrade in the winter of 96/97, but was appalled that many of them were shouting to the numerous police officers  who where in streets of Belgrade this days : “Go to Kosovo.”   
In 1998 I started working for the UNHCR, OSCE and later with Helsinki Committee for  Human rights in Serbia.  I got a much better perspective of what was going around me, a blurred one maybe, but a perspective. I made a breakthrough a wall of oblivion and non understanding, that was still encompassing many citizens of Serbia, and saw that I could make a difference. I realized that while being against Milosevic, you still could be in separate tribes, some of them more democratic, or more civic, or more nationalist. I took a side and became a member of a party which was anti-war, anti-nationalist and pro-civic. A liberal party. 
During that period I envied the people of Eastern Europe for having had a USSR as an oppressor for so long, because I saw that the determination to run away from it was a strong driving force towards stable and prosperous liberal democracies or social democracies of the political west. Something that was not a widespread goal in Serbia, as our political elite, unfortunately, had other things in mind, a greater Serbia at any cost. Now when I know better what kind of a regime the USSR really was, I do not envy them any more. But I understand better what was slowing us down then, pampering us, distracting us from seeing that we had to rush away from a stronghold of corrupted nationalist elites who where in control of the Army and ready to use it at any costs, towards the political west as other Eastern Europe countries had done. The possibility to have 501 Levis, along with good schools and health care. Access to western culture and pop culture. Too many of us were inert or self absorbed once again so we let  mass atrocities in Kosovo, committed by our institutions, simply happen. 
As Eastern Europe was rushing towards NATO and EU,  I was  demonstrating in downtown Belgrade, along with no more than 40 of my co-citizens, mainly NGO activists, against a war in Kosovo. Then in 1998 I came across activists from Otpor, a non violent resistance movement, that I immediately started to support. I lived in Belgrade through the NATO bombing in 1999, accepted and understood the reasons I was given as  I was already in the tribe of those who give, under certain circumstances, supremacy to the protection of human rights over territorial sovereignty. One Srebrenica at the end of the 20th century was enough. No matter how committed to non violence, I accepted at the time that under certain circumstances a part of an international community, if not the whole, has to undertake tough steps to prevent further mass atrocities. 
However, non violent tactics of struggle against the Milosevic regime become more and more my focus. I preferred sustainable and non violent democratization of my society to quick-fix solutions. This was the moment in which I  understood  that the “spontaneity” of Eastern Europe velvet revolutions was not that spontaneous in the first place. That you have to work and plan a lot, and to have a friends from abroad who share your norms and vales. 
Even back then I knew that war crime inheritance and war criminals would slow us down tremendously. Most of the Eastern European countries had generated resources and the will to start lustration processes and to review their recent past. We failed to generate both the resources and the will for those much needed steps in the process of consolidation of democracy. The wall that was never actually torn down was squeezing us more and more, expanding back in the space we thought we had overtaken on 5 October, 2000.

Then 9/11 occurred. The wrong notion of an end of history and the ultimate victory of liberal democracies died. Another wall, bigger than the Chinese wall, started to grow dividing the globe along unclear lines of an attitude towards the US led war on terror. 
Serbia was self indulged, in an anticorruption frenzy, a poorly conducted cause that severely undermined the hard task of introducing liberal ideas and values in a poor country in transition. Instead of introducing a liberal approach of new public management into the foundations of a renewed system, we focused on a witch hunt against transition profiteers and those responsible for poor privatizations. The populist rhetoric was back through the main doors. Strong external and very weak internal pressure to arrest and deliver at least the main architects and perpetrators of the war crimes to the ICTY brought back together all populist and nationalist forces, as well as an uncontrolled army and intelligence structures, in the fight against this needed notion.  The pro reform prime minister of Serbia, Zoran Djindjic, was killed in a plot organized and perpetrated by fragments of  the  state armed structures. 
 Nothing was so black and white anymore. The western community easily accepted a  nationalist Vojislav Kostunica as the new “democratic” leader of Serbia, having their own agenda of a new Kosovo status in mind. I expected the same arguments for Kosovo  independence that I had heard before and during the bombing, e.g., supremacy of protection of human rights over territorial sovereignty. Instead I got new ones: “You are better off without Kosovo”, or: “It is a result of the final dissolution of Yugoslavia.” Mark it, I am in favor of Kosovo independence, but on totally different grounds from what we have heard from the western international community during the new status negotiations. Confusing messages and acts have started to strengthen anti EU forces in Serbia, exposing those more committed to same standards and values of human rights and anti nationalism as main driving forces, which never have had a strong public support, to rough marginalization by almost everyone in Serbia. It was, on the other hand, very useful for Kostunica and the like, as they were provided with a lot of ground to object such an approach to the Kosovo issue, while totally undermining Serbia’s other goals. 
The issues of  Iraq and Kosovo, and Georgia later, as well as the many failures in the ways they have handled them, forced  the western international community to give up en large a debate about responsibility to protect a concept, to my great regret.  Russia came back to the regional scene, ridiculed the concept during the aggression in Georgia, but went almost unpunished. The world economic crisis revealed some systemic flaws of uncontrolled free markets, and gave grounds for both sustained and unsustained criticism of liberalism. All wrongdoings in Serbian transition were pushed under the carpet of the crisis. The world’s attention to other issues, gives Serbian leaders more room to refocus our foreign and internal policies to one single issue - Kosovo. 
Having all of the above mentioned in mind,  I strongly believe that the conditionality  policy that once worked for Serbia does not work any more and should be lifted, but  basic attitudes towards Serbian recent past and its main perpetrators, who still don’t have a critical review of it, should stay firmly in place. Unfortunately for Serbia, the EU and the US are undertaking a quick fix approach by mainstreaming unreformed structures of the Milosevic regime, instead of continuing to strongly condemn their ideologies and wrongdoings from our recent past. Those who are responsible for all that Ratko Mladic and mass graves of Albanian civilians in Belgrade  symbolize are now called democrats and promoters of the Serbian EU integration process. Which is blocked by the fact that Serbian authorities are not able, or ready, to locate, arrest and transfer Ratko Mladic to the ICTY. The only way to achieve this noble and needed goal is by doing the opposite thing, i.e., pushing us further into the EU integration process, as it is at the moment the only way to help us put all the remaining parts of the army and the intelligence structures under the democratic control of strong and independent institutions, a precondition for an arrest of Ratko Mladic. The Stabilization and Association Agreement should be unblocked as soon as possible. The current stalemate will only continue to help monopolists and anti-EU forces of all kinds, uncontrolled parts of military and intelligence forces, war criminals included, to secure their current positions of control over Serbian institutions. 

Lack of consensus on Kosovo’s status and its Unilateral Declaration of Independence also impeded the EU in its efforts to become a main player in Western Balkans. The EU lack of a coherent foreign and security policies are a crack in which Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina too, fail, pushed by tycoons, monopolists, the current Russian administration and domestic isolationists and nationalists. Relevant research revealed that citizens of Serbia in 2009 have greater trust  in  non-democratic institutions like the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Army than in the parliament, judiciary or government. Serbia’s current constitution, which was adopted after a blatant  fraud of breach of an election procedure is a case study of a provision that does not provide for basic requirements to establish a functional democratic state with rule of law. The way the western community let Kostunica and Tadic go with this fraud, mainly because of their  lack of a coherent stand on Kosovo, is a  big mistake that is impeding Serbia on its way to constitute itself as a stable  EU democracy.  
Twenty years after the fall of the Berlin wall, children in Serbia go to schools reconstructed and heated  mostly by EU, Norwegian, US or Japanese aid, while most Serbs still see Russia as Serbia’s main and best ally, according to recent research. I am a political analyst and commentator, as well as a member of an invitation-only think tank called Forum for International Affairs. I used to work as an analyst for the International Crisis Group, was an assistant to our first democratic minister of foreign affairs, Goran Svilanovic, while he was head of Working Table I of the SP SEE, in charge for democratization and human rights, and worked on the EU supported projects. 
But I am neither young, nor a political leader in a classical sense of the term. Maybe because I reject to declare my archenemies, like the now newborn democratic Serbian Progressive Party (previously Radical party) as genuine pro EU oriented democrats, as some of my comrades from Serbia and from the western international community do nowadays. Maybe I am not a political leader because I do not see any benefit in creating peace with the Socialist Party of Serbia as long as it does not condemn its own role in our recent past. 
But people in the region, a lot of them according to the official statistics, read my blog. I like to think about my blogging as a modest contribution to help Serbia and the region to  introduce  a system of political decisions based on some trade-off between direct democracy and representative democracy that relies on citizen deliberation to make sound policy. Deliberative democracy theorists argue  that legitimate lawmaking can arise only through public deliberation by the people.  I found  application of this approach  particularly important for post conflict societies with authoritarian inheritance, in economic transition and democracy consolidation process, where a reflection and overlapping consensus on recent past  is an  important step ahead. 

Even while finishing this article I debate with them on the issue of genocide in Srebrenica and its commemoration. Some of us in Serbia demand that July 11 should, as was the case in the EU parliament on January 15, 2009, be adopted in our parliament as a commemoration day for the victims of genocide. Tough luck for us in favor of the idea, at least for now. I am so depressed by some of the comments, by the lack of genuine will to address the watershed issue of Srebrenica by our so called democratic government and parliament, and by our so-called pro EU president Boris Tadic. I am tempted to build a  wall around my small world, to focus  myself  to understand better  the debate between Jurgen Habermans and John Rolws, to contemplate how many citizens of Serbia follow such developments in modern democracies, and to give up explaining that genocide cannot be justified by the fact that a victim of it was a war criminal himself before. 
But I am going to resist such a  temptation, which I already felt on many  occasions,  once again.
 I want Serbia to be part of a world which will, if not in recent past and today, then in the future, have a common standpoint on how to react in certain situations. To avoid in the future a situation in which it was in the past, like in the case of an outbreak of war in the Balkans, when it was almost clues. I want to see Serbia as part of an economic, energy and ecological community that shares common global challenges and seeks common responses and procedures of decision making for these responses, based on shared values and policies of political liberalism. In order to contribute to this goal, I  have to go on and make a contribution in a public forum that is slowly but steadily expanding in Serbia. To continue to remove gently a brick by brick of a wall of isolation,  behind which many of citizens of Serbia, tired transitional losers,  still hide from competition of ideas, values and skills of the 21st century, as a result of their fear to face reality. 
