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He has driven the dichotomy of private and public functions, of family and occupation, so far that he can no longer find in his own person any connection between the two. When his occupation forces him to murder people he does not regard himself as a murderer because he has not done it out of inclination but in his professional capacity. Out of sheer passion he would never do harm to a fly.

Hannah Arendt, Essays in Understanding 1930–1954



INTRODUCTION


Not a Fairy Tale

Once upon a time, in a faraway part of Europe, behind seven mountains and seven seas, there was a beautiful country called Yugoslavia. Its people belonged to six different nationalities, were of three different religions and spoke three different languages. They were Croats, Serbs, Slovenes, Albanians, Bosnians and Macedonians, yet they all worked together, went to school together, married each other and lived in relative harmony for forty-five years.

But because it is not a fairy tale the story of this beautiful country has no happy ending. Yugoslavia fell apart in a terrible and bloody war, a war that claimed some two hundred thousand lives – mostly in Bosnia – displaced two million people and produced several new states: Slovenia, Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia and Macedonia. Albanians and Montenegrins are still struggling for their independence.

This all happened in the middle of Europe not so long ago, between 1991 and 1995. The whole world was surprised by this war. We, the citizens of Yugoslavia, were even more surprised. When I think about it, I am still angry with myself. Is it possible that the war crept into our lives slowly, stealthily, like a thief? Why didn’t we see it coming? Why didn’t we do something to prevent it? Why were we so arrogant that we thought it could not happen to us? Were we really prisoners of a fairy tale?

My generation in Europe grew up believing that, after the Second World War, a similar conflict could not happen again. Nuclear war between two superpowers was a possibility, but not a local one fought with conventional weapons. Another argument against the likelihood of a new war was the fact that in the Second World War in Yugoslavia hundreds of thousands perished on all sides. The witnesses were still alive, the wounds were still open. And, finally, we knew that Yugoslavia had no enemies. We lived peacefully with our neighbours: with Italians, Austrians, Hungarians, Romanians, Bulgarians and Albanians.

But one day we discovered that it is not necessary to have an outside enemy to start a war. The enemy could be inside – and indeed it was. It was bad enough digging up the past – the past that we tend to forget, the fact that during the war Yugoslavia was occupied or controlled by Nazi Germany – but there was also a civil war between Serbs and Croats going on. In other words, there was a recorded history of bloodshed in our country, and it was easy to manipulate it in order to antagonise one another: Serbs became the enemies of Croats, Bosnian Muslims and Albanians, but at one point Croats were also at war not only with Serbs, but with Muslims as well, while Macedonians’ enemies were Albanians.

Even if it appeared so to us, the war, however, did not descend upon us overnight. In the late eighties communism collapsed everywhere in Eastern Europe and in what was then still the Soviet Union. Yugoslavia was unprepared for the political changes that followed that collapse. We had not developed any democratic alternatives as Poland and Czechoslovakia had done, and the political vacuum was suddenly filled with nationalist parties. They all had the same programme: independence and nation-states of their own.

Simmering nationalism was soon spreading like a fire. The nationalist parties were voted into power in Croatia and Bosnia. In Serbia something strange happened: the Communist Party turned nationalist, led by Slobodan Miloševi[image: image], who believed this was the way to keep his grip on power. Soon there were referendums all over the country, and people were voting for their independence from Yugoslavia. Slovenia took the first step, and by June 1991 it was out of the federation. The break-up had begun. The Jugoslavenska Narodna Armija (Yugoslav National Army) tried to stop Slovenia from leaving, but, as it had no minorities to speak of, the army let it go.

At this point, war still did not look like a possibility. The names of the few soldiers and policemen killed during that spring of 1991 in Slovenia and Croatia were still noticed. Their deaths were still exceptional, and their photographs and names were printed on the front pages of newspapers.

But Croatia had a large Serbian minority, and Slobodan Miloševi[image: image], as President of Serbia, had the perfect excuse to send his army to ‘protect’ the Serbs there. That meant real war. In the autumn of 1991, the Croatian town of Vukovar was almost erased from the face of the earth, and some ten thousand people lost their lives. In the years that followed, death became an ordinary thing and nobody bothered to list the victims’ names any more. It was too late for that.

In Bosnia, where Serbs, Croats and Muslims lived together, the war started in April 1992. Because of the mixed population, it also took on the characteristics of a civil war. The Serbian minority there, ‘protected’ by Miloševi[image: image], proclaimed the independent state of Republika Srpska. Not being able to prevent either Croatia or Bosnia from leaving Yugoslavia, Miloševi[image: image] – together with Serbs from Republika Srpska – now embarked on the war for a ‘Great Serbia’. The two-year siege of Sarajevo followed, and a couple of years later the UN-protected Muslim enclave of Srebrenica fell to the army of Republika Srpska. Some seven thousand unarmed Muslim men were executed – the largest massacre in Europe since 1945.

As these newly created states at war – Bosnia, Croatia, Republika Srpska, Serbia – were led by hard-core nationalist leaders, it was soon clear that they were fighting not only for independence, but also for ‘ethnically cleansed’ nation-states. Entire regions in Croatia and Bosnia – and, later on, in Kosovo as well – were ‘ethnically cleansed’ (a euphemism that in practice often meant genocide) in order to achieve a homogeneous population, not unlike Hitler’s Germany of ‘Ein Reich, ein Volk, ein Führer’. Both Serbs and Croats wanted to carve up Bosnia between themselves, leaving only small enclaves to the Muslims.

The war in Bosnia ended with the Dayton Agreement in November 1995, but it was not yet finished in Kosovo, a southern province of Serbia populated mainly by Albanians. They, too, wanted independence and began to fight for it. Miloševi[image: image]’s retaliation was such that at one point hundreds of thousands of Albanians left their homes in panic in order to avoid being killed, and tried to cross the border into Albania or Macedonia. With at least seven hundred thousand refugees leaving Kosovo, it was a humanitarian disaster. At that point, in the spring of 1999, NATO decided to bomb Miloševi[image: image] into submission.

This was the beginning of the end of Slobodan Miloševi[image: image]. In October 2000 the unimaginable happened: Miloševi[image: image] lost the elections – and his power. He was soon arrested and then delivered to the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague. This Tribunal had been formed in 1993 in the Netherlands, after the international community realised that the new states that had come out of the war were unable or unwilling to prosecute their war criminals themselves. As stated at the Tribunal, all sides committed war crimes, but Serbia committed most of them. Arresting and extraditing war criminals became the biggest political issue in Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia, where persons now listed in The Hague as war criminals were hailed as national heroes at home.

Today there are some eighty people being prosecuted at the Tribunal, from all sides at war. My choice of characters in this book is a personal, not a representative, one. My interest is not only centred on the most important alleged war criminals like Slobodan Miloševi[image: image], but also on those whose cases or personalities I found relevant to the purpose of this book, regardless of their nationality. The fact that there are no Muslim war criminals described at any length in this book is therefore just a coincidence; it certainly doesn’t mean that they did not commit crimes of that type. You can see their names on the ICTY list of wanted men. I also describe two people who have not been on trial at the Tribunal, but who are nevertheless important for understanding the issues at hand. One is a witness, Milan Levar, and the other is Slobodan Miloševi[image: image]’s wife, Mirjana Mira Markovi[image: image].

My interest in writing this book was a simple one: as it cannot be denied that war crimes were committed, I wanted to find out about the people who committed them. Who were they? Ordinary people like you or me – or monsters?

And to answer the question I originally raised: why didn’t we see war coming? Certainly we could see the writing on the wall. There were many signs of the coming disaster, yet we were not capable of reading them properly until it was too late. But it is easy to be wise in hindsight. Could the war have been prevented? Perhaps. But too few people tried to do it.
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Why The Hague?

For some time after the war in Croatia was over – although in Bosnia it was still in progress – a young man who was a friend of my daughter stayed in our house in Zagreb. I noticed that he never switched off the light in his room at night. When I asked him why, he told me, briefly. He might wake up during the night not knowing where he was. He might have bad dreams – dreams about his friends, soldiers who disappeared in action in Bosnia, and very probably were killed. But he would say no more than this.

Now he has a family and a baby daughter, and I am sure he will never tell her about his friends. But if she does grow up hearing his stories about the war in Bosnia, she will be confused. At school, she will probably learn that, officially, Croatia was never at war with Bosnia, was never an aggressor. Officially, her father was not fighting Muslims in Bosnia, and his friends were not killed there either. If the history books of today are any indication, the girl may be taught that the ‘war for the Homeland’, as it is called, was a defensive war and nothing more. Moreover, because it was a defensive war, Croatian soldiers could not have committed war crimes. At least, this has been the official doctrine in Croatia for the last ten years, and it did not change with the death of the first Croatian president, Franjo Tudjman, in 1999.

A girl in Serbia will probably also grow up amidst denial about the war. If she should ask her father about the war in Croatia or in Bosnia, he might reply: War? What war? The only wars Serbs recognise are the NATO war against them and their own war against ‘terrorism’ in Kosovo. The wars in Croatia and Bosnia do not count for them.

This is how I imagine my father must have felt after the war in 1945: exactly like my daughter’s friend. I don’t know if he kept the light on in his room, but my father was twenty-three and wanted to forget all the terrible experiences he had had during the five years of war. The bad times were behind him. Soon he met my mother, and they started a family. I was born in 1949. The future looked bright.

My father never spoke about the four years he fought as a partisan under the command of Josip Broz Tito in the Second World War. He wanted to forget it, and for a long time I saw this as a sign of sanity and self-preservation. ‘A human being survives by his ability to forget,’ Varlam Shalamov writes in Kolyma Tales. But I know that, even though he did not speak about it, my father must have remembered the war. It was the single most important period in his life, and he must have been marked by it much more than I have been marked by the recent war in the former Yugoslavia. He fought; I did not. And the more I think about it, the more I am convinced that the combination of his silence and the official version of the historical events of 1939–45 made this latest war possible.

Although my father did not talk about what he saw or experienced, there are three images that I, as a child, used to connect with that war – with his war. The first image comes from my grandmother. She also spent the war with the partisan army, cooking and washing for them, and she often recounted an episode from that time that was fixed in her memory. The partisans had recaptured a Croatian village that had been held earlier by Serbian Chetniks. The village was empty now, the people had fled. As my grandmother entered a deserted house she planned to stay in overnight, she noticed a strange smell. It was a smell of burned meat. The Chetniks had left in haste, and she was convinced there was some food burning on the stove. But there was no food there. She opened the oven. Inside it she found a newborn child roasted like a piglet.

When I was small, I used to imagine my grandma entering that house. I could sense that strange smell, even if I had never smelled it. In my mind I could see a black iron stove fed by logs in front of me, and her hand opening it. I could imagine her horror, too. In time, her horror became mine.

The second image stuck in my mind is one I saw in a movie entitled Kozara, but it was real to me. I was thirteen. I remember well the fear I felt while I watched it, my perspiration, sweaty palms, tears. It was one of those obligatory movies about Tito’s partisan battles with the German Army that our history teacher took us to see. There is a scene in which the hero – a partisan, of course – is hiding in a hole in the ground. German soldiers are looking for him. They are coming closer and closer. He can hear them shouting. In his arms he holds a small child and, as the enemy soldiers approach, the child starts crying. The hero closes the baby’s mouth with one hand. With the other hand he holds up the makeshift roof of the hole. In the most breathtaking moment of the film a German soldier is stabbing at the earth with his bayonet, trying to find the hero’s hiding place, and he cuts through the palm of the hero’s hand.

My third image of the war comes from a book that my father tried to keep away from us children, but I managed to get hold of it anyway. It would have been better if I had not, because I could not ask Father about what I saw in it, and it took me a long time to understand what the frightening images in the book were about. I remember it quite distinctly. It was a slim volume of yellowish paper with a green cloth cover. Inside there were a few black and white photographs. They were of poor quality, not very clear. But they were clear enough for me to be able to make out emaciated people sitting or lying on bunk beds, naked skeletons and heaps of corpses on the ground. The title of the book was Jasenovac. Years later, when I visited the museum of the concentration camp near Jasenovac, I saw the same pictures. I also saw a collection of knives and hammers that the Ustashe, Croatian fascists, used to kill some seventy thousand people. Twenty thousand of them were Jews; the others were Serbs, gypsies and Croatian communists.

We grew up with many such images, gathered from movies, literature and family stories. On the one hand we had memory, but on the other we had our history books, which shaped history to suit the Communist Party ideology. It was not that we were sheltered from the past. On the contrary, we may have had too much of it. But our history books were filled not with facts but with legends: with Tito’s army offensives, his great battles and his even greater victories. Decades later, when I learned about the great massacre that had taken place in the spring of 1945 near Bleiburg in Austria, where tens of thousands of soldiers of the fascist Independent State of Croatia, in retreat and considering surrendering to the Allies, were killed mercilessly by Tito’s antifascist army, it was too late to recondition me. I already had a very clear idea that partisans were antifascist heroes, the very opposite of Chetniks, Germans and Ustashe. At that point, no historical facts that I learned about with astonishment later on could erase these pictures from my early childhood memory about who were the good guys and who were the bad. It must have been the same for people whose uncles or fathers were killed there by partisans. They, too, grew up with memories of these relatives while knowing that their slaughter was not even mentioned in the history books. My generation grew up never learning history – history as we knew it was a lie, a deceit.

Only now can I understand how easy it is to start a war in the absence of facts. War does not come from nowhere; I saw in Yugoslavia that it must be prepared. It is easy for political leaders to use images like the ones that I remember, to use people’s emotional memory and build hatred upon it. Because in totalitarian societies, where there is no true history, each person has in his own memory a collection of such images, and it becomes dangerous if he has nothing more than that. Political leaders can appeal to these images, mix them with popular mythology and stir emotions by repeating propaganda endlessly on television. One can hardly defend oneself against such propaganda if there is no common history that everybody can believe in. A thin layer of rationality easily falls away under the pressure of emotions. The history we learned – which was not in fact history at all – made it easier for us to abandon reason in favour of pure emotions.

So when I experienced the same silence, the same absence of a desire for truth and the same kind of manipulation of facts after the end of the war in 1995, I became afraid. This was the third time I had been confronted with the ‘point zero’ of history. First it had happened with my father’s generation after the Second World War, that is, after the communist revolution. All history before then was rewritten. The second time it happened was after the collapse of communism, when we had to forget about communism and begin again (and start rewriting history again) from the year 1990. And the third time is now, the present, following the end of the last war. In Croatia it is easy to perceive the general unwillingness to talk about the war at all, almost as if it never happened. It is even easier to conclude that people are tired of it and want to leave the past behind and think of the future. After all, thinking of the past got them into the war in the first place. Politicians are all too happy to join the majority of the people and preach the message of ‘turning a new page of history’ – a blank one, if possible – because many of them are still in power and don’t want to accept the responsibility for a past war.

Yet, if the truth is not established about the so-called ‘war for the Homeland’, the next generation will one day find themselves in exactly the same situation as my post-Second World War generation. All they will have to rely upon will be dusty images and bloody stories. These will vary, depending on which side their parents were on, but they will be left with only memory, not history.

But the war is still with us. One need only mention The Hague to see that. I imagine that every Dutchman would be astonished by the strong emotions provoked in Croatia, Serbia and even Bosnia (because Bosnia is more cooperative with the Tribunal) by the mention of this pretty Dutch city. Ever since 1993, when the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia was established there, The Hague has been a source of controversy in the Balkans. The ICTY was established because former Yugoslav states were either unable or unwilling to prosecute their own war criminals. Far from being independent, their judicial systems were deeply corrupt, and there would have been enormous political pressure if alleged war criminals were tried in local courts. Back home in Croatia, this argument immediately became fiercely disputed. Opponents of the International Tribunal from the right argued that the ICTY court was a political instrument established to punish and humiliate their country. The more sophisticated critics argued that it would be better to hold the trials for war criminals at home, because it would give the nation a way to face the truth about the war and experience a catharsis.

I was naive enough to believe that one of the priorities of the new post-Tudjman government would be to try to face the truth about the war: why did it happen? What was it about? Did the Croatian Army commit war crimes or not? It is, of course, a hard truth: the war was about forming a nation-state, which involved ‘ethnic cleansing’; two hundred thousand Serbs were forced to leave Krajina; their homes were burned and plundered; some four hundred civilians were killed; Serb civilians in Gospi[image: image], Pakrac or Sisak were executed en masse; twenty-four thousand Muslims were detained by Bosnian Croatian soldiers in forty-four concentration camps in Herzegovina; Croats killed 116 civilians in the village of Ahmici and blew up the old bridge in Mostar; in 1991, in Zagreb, a twelve-year-old girl named Aleksandra Zec was killed, along with her Serbian parents. Her murderer, who confessed, is still at large.

However, nobody wants to speak this truth out loud. Nor does anybody want to hear it, for that matter. This is because in Croatia the truth is dangerous. For ten years Tudjman’s propaganda convinced Croats that people on the Tribunal’s list of war criminals – like Mladen Naletili[image: image] Tuta, Tihomir Blaški[image: image], Dario Kordi[image: image], Mirko Norac and Ante Gotovina – should be seen as heroes. If Tudjman’s government extradited them, it was only because of serious international pressure, not because Croats believed they should be tried. But how is it possible for the views from both inside and outside to be so conflicting? It is possible because Croats were never told that these men were ‘willing executioners’, even if they were war heroes. So when these men are suspected by The Hague of either committing or ordering the killing of civilians, Croats become offended. Their heroes war criminals? Never! To stand up against the Tribunal became a sign of patriotism. The opponents of the Tribunal claim that the Tribunal is trying not individuals but the whole of Croatia for war crimes. When, in the spring of 2001, Mirko Norac was ordered to appear in a local court in Rijeka on suspicion of committing war crimes in Gospi[image: image], where over a hundred Serbs had disappeared in the autumn of 1991, war veterans organised a protest rally in Split. Some seventy-five thousand people attended that rally. The government was in crisis and the whole country paralysed for at least a week.

Establishing the truth about the war is at the heart of the controversies surrounding The Hague Tribunal. Until the truth about the war is established, trials of the war criminals, whether in the International Tribunal or in the local courts, will be seen as an injustice to the ‘war heroes’. There is no justice without truth, and Croatia is still far from such truth. Recently two trials of war criminals took place: one of the ‘Gospi[image: image] group’ in Rijeka and the other of a group of prison guards in Split. The trial in Split in particular has degenerated into a shameful performance with the public applauding their ‘heroes’ while threatening the witnesses. The judge released the defendants from prison, but a higher court reversed the decision – only to discover that two defendants had escaped in the meantime. Witnesses in both trials have been prone to sudden losses of memory. Or in the case of Sisak, a small town near Zagreb where, during 1991 and 1992, a large number of Serbian civilians disappeared, a local judge ordered an investigation ten years after the event, and then only under pressure from the media, especially the magazine Hrvatska ljevica, which published a list of some one hundred killed and disappeared persons.

In this, Croatia is not alone. Serbs also have problems with the truth. In their own eyes they are the biggest victims of both Miloševi[image: image] and NATO. Indeed, Serbian society suffered severe consequences – from embargoes to NATO bombing – as a result of the wars it waged against its neighbours, but the whole truth about what happened has not yet surfaced or become part of the public debate. In this respect Serbia and Croatia share a consensus about the lies of the past ten years. The reason is simple, one that goes beyond the Tudjman–Miloševi[image: image] ideology. Too many people were in some way involved in the war, and too many of them profited from it. It is easier, and much more comfortable, to live with lies than to confront the truth, and with that truth the possibility of individual guilt – and collective responsibility.

However, the conflict between truth and justice has serious political consequences: the governments in both Serbia and Croatia have problems with the truth and justifying to their citizens the extradition of those indicted for war crimes to the Tribunal in The Hague.

Because people find it easier to live with lies than with the truth, attempts to administer justice through the Tribunal or even through the local courts are seen as an injustice. And as long as there is so little desire in these societies to uncover the truth, the bringing to justice of war criminals will continue to be perceived as a threat to the entire community. Until then, justice simply has to come from The Hague or it will not come at all – and all because we ourselves are not capable of washing our own dirty, bloody laundry in public. We do not yet even realise the need to do it.
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Justice Is Boring

In the Tribunal building in Churchill Square in The Hague it smells of fresh paint. A young man in white overalls is slowly painting the entrance hall, which is otherwise empty; it has big glass walls on either side. On the left is the main entrance to the offices of the court; it has a security gate, and a policeman standing guard. I want to go to courtroom number three, where the trials of Miroslav Kvo[image: image]ka, Dragoljub Pr[image: image]ac, Milojica Kos, Mladjo Radi[image: image] and Zoran Žigi[image: image] are taking place, all of them accused of murder and torture in the Omarska and Keraterm camps in Bosnia. There is a second security gate at the top of the marble staircase. Once I pass through it (no tape recorders or cameras allowed in the courtroom), I climb up a narrow iron staircase to the courtroom, where yet another policeman stands at the door. Courtroom number three is rather small and is divided in two by a bulletproof glass wall. The public area accommodates about a hundred people seated in uncomfortable blue plastic chairs. There are two television screens in each corner. It doesn’t look like the courtrooms in the movies or in TV shows like L.A. Law, with their dark wood panelling. This courtroom looks more like a hospital waiting room: aseptic, with simple, functional furniture and grey wall-to-wall carpeting, lit with strong neon lights that make people look pale and sickly.

I sit in the first row because I want a clear view. But I can sit anywhere I please, because today I am the only member of the public present. I am a bit surprised – entrance is free – but it seems there is not much interest in the daily proceedings of the trials. I have been told that law students and relatives of the defendants come here from time to time, but journalists come only at the opening of a new trial and when a sentence is to be pronounced. Then it is hardly possible to squeeze yourself in. Now I am facing the three judges sitting on a kind of platform, the defendants and their lawyers to my left and the prosecution lawyers to my right. The defendants can see the public through the glass, with only a few metres separating them. The glass wall was probably put there to protect them from possible assault. But it feels to me as though I am the one being protected from the dangerous men behind it.

So I sit and watch them, the five defendants. They look so ordinary. But what did I expect to see? Horns? Pointed ears? After all, they were all ordinary policemen, except for Žigi[image: image], who was a taxi driver. Interestingly enough, he is the only one who looks threatening, maybe because he has a stronger build than the other four. Žigi[image: image] is a dark man in his forties with a broad neck, dressed in a brown suit and a yellow shirt. Today his defence witness is being examined. Next to him is Pr[image: image]ac, an elderly man, grey-haired and thin. In his grey suit and with his small, greyish moustache he resembles a mouse. The two of them sit between two UN policemen who look as if they are thinking about last Sunday’s picnic. Seated behind them, also flanked by two UN policemen, are the rest of the group: Kos and Kvo[image: image]ka look like village troublemakers, while the stocky Radi[image: image] looks as if he could be a factory director in a small town.

Žigi[image: image] is nervously shifting back and forth in his chair, as though he wants a cigarette. Surely he smokes; most Bosnian men do. He probably wants a cup of coffee too: in Bosnia they drink that strong coffee that used to be called ‘Turkish coffee’. I wonder what the politically correct term is now – ‘Serbian coffee’? The five men sit there, day after day, for hours on end with neither cigarettes nor coffee, listening to the translation of what the lawyers and judges are saying. Sometimes they must feel as if they are in a movie. They probably never expected to end up in a foreign court. And all that is now happening to them is so unreal that they expect the scene to fade out at any moment.

One of the judges is now examining a protected witness for the defence. A protected witness may not be seen by the public; he sits behind plastic blinds and his face is shown blurred on a TV screen. This trial has been going on for almost a year now, and if you are in a courtroom for the first time, as I am, it is not easy to follow what is happening. Not because of the topic at hand, but because of the procedure. A witness may be examined in minute detail, and it is easy to get lost if you didn’t keep in mind what it is all about. Often there are procedural questions that have to be clarified, which makes it even more difficult for an observer. This witness had been a guard in the Keraterm camp, and he had been there on the night of 24 July 1992, when a massacre in one of the barracks took place, in which more than one hundred prisoners were killed. This is how the cross-examination goes:
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