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“Rieff . . . has written a pointed, highly opinionated, and sometimes brilliant account of the Bosnian tragedy.”

—Mike Wilson, The Miami Herald

“A bitter, eloquent piece of writing whose effect no reader will be able to escape . . . It brings home the tragedy of the victims and it makes one fear for the future.”

—Istvan Deak, New York Newsday

“This is a powerful and moving eyewitness account of the destruction of Bosnia.”

—Clare Fermont, The Socialist Review (London)

“. . . engaging . . .”

—Michael Montgomery, San Francisco Sunday Examiner

“Rieff’s relentless dissection of the UN’s bureaucratic mindset and his moral outrage at the NATO powers is not a message many policy makers want to hear. But his message may be one we ignore at our peril.”

—Ivan Weiss, Seattle Times

“Slaughterhouse is a detailed and unforgettable look at the events in Bosnia as they looked from the front lines . . .”

—Calvin Bass, Tulsa World

“Slaughterhouse is perhaps the most powerful, passionate, and penetrating dissection by a Westerner of the ongoing Bosnian tragedy.”

—Mary Carroll, Booklist

“For anyone interested in world affairs, Rieff’s personal and probing view of the war in Bosnia is a must.”

—Roger Bishop, Bookpage

“David Rieff, a splendid and well-informed writer, has written the best account from the field about the UN’s misdeeds in Bosnia . . . Rieff’s book joins those of Roy Gutman and Mark Almond in the list of classics.”

—Norman Stone, Daily Telegraph (London)

“Rieff has produced a graphic and passionate exposé of the West and the United Nations.”

—The Evening News (London)

“[Slaughterhouse] is one of the first serious attempts to deal systematically with the responsibility of those on the outside, including the United Nations . . . with the potency of a very talented writer, [Rieff] carries the reader beyond the wrenching facts of the war to the deep, twisted meaning they have come to have for the people [in Bosnia] . . .”

—Robert Legvold, Foreign Affairs

“Rieff’s powerful mix of reporting and polemic chronicles the fall of Bosnia and lambastes Western equivocation.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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To the memory of Dr. Hakija Turajlic, Vice-President of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, who was killed by Bosnian Serb fighters on the airport road in Sarajevo while riding in a French armored personnel carrier and ostensibly under the protection of United Nations soldiers.


Listen to what they did.

Don’t listen to what they said.

What was written in blood

Has been set up in lead.

Lead tears the heart.

Lead tears the brain.

What was written in blood

Has been set up again.

The heart is a drum.

The drum has a snare.

The snare is in the blood.

The blood is in the air.

Listen to what they did.

Listen to what’s to come.

Listen to the blood.

Listen to the drum.

—JAMES FENTON



I


This is the story of a defeat. When I first went to Bosnia in September 1992, the victory of ethnic nationalism and of fascism was already probable but not yet assured. Reports of the Serb genocide of the Bosnian Muslims had already leaked out thanks to the heroic efforts of a few aid workers and journalists, but most people in the West seemed unable to confront the bad news. I arrived in the Balkans the month after Roy Gutman of Newsday had revealed the existence of an archipelago of secret concentration camps that the Bosnian Serbs had set up in northern Bosnia, and after Ed Vulliamy of the Guardian and a British film crew from ITN had been the first foreigners to get inside them. By the time I got to northern Bosnia, some camps had been moved. Others, including the most infamous—Omarska, Manjaca, Trnopolje—were being closed. But in other ways matters in the region seemed to be growing worse. What the world was learning to think of as the ethnic cleansing of the non-Serb population was occurring in the towns and cities as well as the villages and was becoming ever more widespread and brazen.

I had come to write one report for an American magazine on ethnic cleansing, without even really understanding what the term meant. I ended up returning again and again. It is said that the press corps became too involved with what was going on in Bosnia, that it should have remained more dispassionate. There is some truth in this. It is hard to be dispassionate about ethnic cleansing and mass murder. After a few visits to Bosnia, I wanted to be nowhere else. Before long, I had put everything else on hold, resolved to write as frankly incendiary a narrative as I could of my journeys to the slaughterhouse that the Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina became in the spring of 1992. If the bad news about Bosnia could just be brought home to people, I remember thinking, the slaughter would not be allowed to continue.

In retrospect, I should have known better than to believe in the power of unarmed truths. The skies did not darken over Auschwitz and they would not darken over the hills of Bosnia. That is one of the things I have learned in the last two years. But when I first started going to Bosnia, my hope was to add my voice to those far braver than I who were risking their lives to bear witness to what was taking place there. Until well into the winter of 1994, as long as there still seemed to be a chance that the Bosnian cause might not be extinguished, it also seemed important to illustrate why I and many other foreign writers, photographers, and television journalists kept choosing, often over the objections of friends and superiors, to spend time on the Bosnian side. We did not just think that what was going on was a tragedy—all wars are tragic—but that the values that the Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina exemplified were worth preserving. Those ideals, of a society committed to multiculturalism (in the real and earned rather than the American and prescriptive sense of that much overused term) and tolerance, and of an understanding of national identity as deriving from shared citizenship rather than ethnic identity, were precisely the ones which we in the West so assiduously proclaim. And I had not been long in Bosnia before I came to believe, as I continue to believe today, that we in the rich world had not only a moral obligation to defend Bosnian independence but a compelling interest in doing so as well. That campaign has been lost. What remains is the obligation to bear witness, the obligation to the dead as well as to the living.

Bosnia was and always will be a just cause. It should have been the West’s cause. To have intervened on the side of Bosnia would have been self-defense, not charity. America, for all its fissures, is still the most successful multicultural society in history. And the Western European countries are becoming multiracial and multiethnic. If they are lucky, they will become multicultural as well. It will not be enough, in this time of blood and fire of which the Bosnian slaughter is only the outrider, to proclaim those values as our own. Freedom cannot be asserted; it must be defended. It cannot hope to live on only in a few gilded corners of the world, any more than species can remain viable if the only places that their safety can be assured are zoos. As the Sarajevo filmmaker Ademir Kenovic, who, though he could easily have left, chose to remain in order to document the siege, once said, “Just because the fire is in the basement, that doesn’t mean that the people in the penthouse won’t eventually feel the flames.”

In believing the Bosnians to have been not only the victims of the fighting, but the people who had right on their side, I do not mean to suggest that one should ignore their own crimes and stupidities, exonerate them of responsibility for the outbreak of the fighting or its duration, or pretend that what has happened in Bosnia is simple. War is a corrupt, debasing experience; it often brings out the worst in people, whatever side they are on, and it rarely leaves their weaknesses unexposed. Always, it is about money and power as much if not more than it is about ideals. It is about vengeance, crime, and the covering up of crimes. It teaches you that your darkest suspicions even about people you admire are likely to be warranted at least part of the time. To give only the most obvious of examples, the heroic defenders of Sarajevo were defending the black market as much as they were defending the city. And yet that does not make what they did less heroic. Like the rest of us, the Bosnians are human beings, not angels.

On the political level, the story was just as complicated. As those of us who knew something of the Bosnian government’s behavior before the fighting started realized full well, the commitment of leaders like the President, Alija Izetbegovic, and the Prime Minister, Haris Silajdzic, to the values of multiculturalism and their belief in civil society had been far less firm in peacetime than it was to become after the extinction of their country started to stare them in the face. Before April 1992, Alija Izetbegovic had been the leader of a Muslim national party, and talked more about the rights and requirements of Muslims in Bosnia than about the Bosnian people as a whole. Two years later, he was a Bosnian leader, and the ideas he was probably only paying lip service to at the beginning were the ones on which the policies he pursued were based. It is true that this commitment probably began as much as a result of compulsion as of conviction, and that it began to wane in late 1994, as it became clear that the great powers had no intention of doing anything more to help Bosnia survive. From the beginning of the fighting, the Izetbegovic government’s strategy was to try to get the West to intervene militarily. It is also true that within Izetbegovic’s SDA (Stranka Demokratske Akcije, the Party of Democratic Action), particularly in central Bosnia, the Islamic fundamentalists became more and more important as the conflict dragged on, particularly as the Bosnian army came to depend more and more on Iran, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey for military supplies. But to anyone who spent time in Bosnia, what was remarkable was how deep and abiding the commitment of most people on the government side to multiculturalism turned out to be.

And if, by the fall of 1994, people in Bosnia did begin to identify themselves as Muslims and turn their backs on the multiculturalism they had fought so desperately for almost three years to preserve, this was hardly surprising. They were being murdered as Muslims, made homeless as Muslims. “First, I was a Yugoslav,” a friend in Sarajevo said to me once. “Then, I was a Bosnian. Now I’m becoming a Muslim. It’s not my choice. I don’t even believe in God. But after two hundred thousand dead, what do you want me to do? Everybody has to have a country to which he can belong.”

In any case, the mistakes Izetbegovic and Silajdzic had made before the war were not what had caused the war. From the moment Yugoslavia began to break up, it was clear that both Croat and Serb nationalists were less interested in territory than in carving out states with a specific ethnic makeup. Only the Bosnians, for all their mixed signals, stood for a citizen state. From the Serb nationalist vantage point, it was quite simple. If Yugoslavia could not exist, Bosnia should not exist, since with a Serb population of thirty-two percent, it was a refutation of the dream of all Serbs living in their own state. “Had Izetbegovic been an angel,” a Belgrade lawyer once said to me, “and he was not, he still would have had his war.” And whatever Izetbegovic’s original motives, and his failure, before the fighting started, to do more to reassure Bosnian Serbs and Croats, the Bosnia he labored to defend soon became, for all its faults, a living reproach to fanaticism and bigotry. That, and not some preposterous notion that it was or could ever have hoped to become an ideal state inhabited by a uniquely virtuous, uniquely tolerant people, is why Bosnia mattered. It should have been saved. It could have been saved.

Such an intervention would have been neither cheap nor easy. To imagine that it would have been is as great a piece of wishful thinking as to idealize the Bosnians. If it had come, it would have had to come from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, which alone had sufficient military might and political authority to make the Serbs stop their war. And the war that NATO would have had to unleash would have been costly in lives, money, and lost illusions. It was foolish of so many of those who called for various forms of intervention to have pretended otherwise. They wanted an outcome that required a war to obtain, but they did not want to face the fact that even a just war causes the most terrible suffering. War can bring about many different things, but the one constant in war is the slaughter of innocents. All the loose talk that circulated during the fighting in Bosnia about how the West only needed to lift the one-sided United Nations arms embargo against the Bosnian government and undertake a few “surgical air strikes”—talk that, curiously enough, emanated from the remains of the European and North American left that had rightly derided the concept in all previous interventions from Vietnam to Kuwait—should be seen for the hopeless exercise it was. Those who advocated it can fairly be accused of wanting to deal with a great historical tragedy on the cheap.

The repeated calls for the lifting of the arms embargo against Bosnia, symbolically important though such an action might have been, were perhaps the greatest irrelevancy of all. Those who not only supported it but imagined it would make a difference spoke as if the arms would somehow have reached the landlocked territory still controlled by the Bosnian government by osmosis, or as if the Serb and Croat enemies of Bosnia were going to just stand around as the balance of force on the battlefield was radically altered. Perhaps they thought that because the Bosnian Serb Army had committed great crimes, it was also stupid or incompetent. In fact it was neither, and NATO soldiers would have had to kill and die to get the weapons in. It should be said that, to their credit, at least most of those who opposed intervention seemed to understand its gravity in a way that many of those who backed it did not.

Anyway, that debate is long over now. The West—that dubious euphemism that really means little more than the great powers of Europe and North America—chose to do anything but intervene. Instead, they mounted one of the largest and most heroic humanitarian relief efforts in modern history, under the aegis of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, all the while pursuing decidedly unheroic diplomatic negotiations. The purpose of these, as soon became clear, was not to save Bosnia but, as the politicians liked to say, “to contain the crisis.” What all the so-called peace plans had in common was that the only solution to the conflict was some form of division along ethnic lines.

At first, the affront to Bosnian sovereignty was not complete. The international negotiators—Cyrus Vance, representing the UN, and David Owen, representing the European Community—devised as fair a map of Bosnia as they thought they could persuade the Serbs, who had already conquered seventy percent of Bosnian territory, to accept. Bosnia-Herzegovina was to be divided into ten semiautonomous cantons. Three were to be controlled by the Serbs, three by the Croats, and three by the Muslims. The tenth, which encompassed Greater Sarajevo, was to be governed by representatives of all three national groups in Bosnia. The idea was at least nominally to preserve Bosnian sovereignty in all the territory of the Republic, however little control the central government in Sarajevo would actually have been able to exercise.

When the Vance-Owen peace plan was rejected, in large part due to the unwillingness of the Clinton administration to endorse it, the stage was set for partition pure and simple. The only question remaining—and because it could not be resolved the war dragged on—was what territory the Serbs would keep and what they would hand back to the Bosnian government.

To a very large extent, the diplomats acted as they did because from the start they knew, even if we in the press did not, that there would be no intervention. When governments have made up their collective minds, the influence of the media, the so-called “CNN effect,” is greatly overrated. And the European governments had made up their minds that they were not going to do anything more for Bosnia than provide humanitarian relief. Indeed, the courage of the aid workers, United Nations and nongovernmental alike, and the dedication of many of the diplomats, who, when all was said and done could not compel intervention any more than the journalists or aid workers could, may have even made it easier for the Serbs to continue their campaign in Bosnia. For, paradoxically, the fact that something was being done seemed to serve as a pretext behind which the great powers—aka the international community—could hide. Each time the call for intervention mounted in France, or Britain, or the United States, the government ministers of the countries in question, and, with more authority, representatives of the United Nations, who were perceived as having an objectivity about Bosnia many of us who covered the war soon became convinced they did not in fact possess, would quickly insist that the reason no intervention was possible was that it—we soon assimilated the phrase as one might a mantra—“would compromise the humanitarian effort.”

In any case, from the beginning of the fighting in the former Yugoslavia, neither the British, the French, nor the Americans had shown any willingness to intervene militarily. United States officials, in particular, consistently reaffirmed their support for the survival of the Yugoslav Federation. On June 21, 1991, the then Secretary of State, James Baker, visited Belgrade and warned the leaders of Croatia and Slovenia that the United States would not recognize their states’ independence. European Community officials delivered a similar warning two days later. But, as a CIA report issued earlier in the year had concluded, the breakup of Yugoslavia was already taking place. Four days after the Baker speech, Croatia and Slovenia declared themselves “sovereign and independent states.” Two days later, on June 27, a force of JNA troops (the initials stand for the Yugoslav National Army) were on the move from bases in Croatia toward Slovenia. Though there had been clashes throughout the preceding year, this event marked the beginning of the real fighting in Yugoslavia.

The conflict in Slovenia lasted only a few days. To the surprise of the JNA commanders, the Slovene territorial defense forces fought well. The Yugoslav Defense Minister, General Veljko Kadijevic, decided to withdraw the JNA forces rather than pursue the fight. In effect, this was a de facto recognition of Slovenian independence on the part of the authorities in Belgrade. What they were not willing to accept, however, was the independence of Croatia, and the reason for this was ethnic Serb nationalism. There were almost no Serbs in Slovenia. In contrast, Croatia had a substantial Serb minority. And it was in the name of defending these Serbs, rather than in the name of preserving Yugoslavia, that the JNA began offensive operations in Croatia in the middle of July 1991. Their campaign left them with almost a third of Croatia under their control, much of it along the Bosnian border. It was then claimed that this area was no longer part of Croatia but was, rather, the “Serbian Republic of the Krajina.” To many, it seemed as if the outlines of Greater Serbia were coming into view as Yugoslavia disintegrated.

The fighting in Croatia lasted until the beginning of 1992. Croatia’s little Venice, Dubrovnik, was shelled repeatedly, and the eastern Croatian city of Vukovar was literally leveled to the ground. Under strong pressure from Germany, the European Community decided to recognize Croatia and Slovenia. Cyrus Vance, who had been negotiating a cease-fire between Serbs and Croats for much of the second half of 1991, warned the German Foreign Minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, and the then head of the EC, the Dutch politician Hans Van Der Broek, that such recognition made war in Bosnia inevitable. They responded contemptuously and persevered. As Chancellor Helmut Kohl put it on January 15, 1992, “Everyone will soon recognize that this policy [of recognition] was right. Without our decision, this civil war would not end.”

In early 1992, Vance did manage to get the Serbs and Croats to agree to a cease-fire in Croatia, albeit one that, despite the deployment of some fourteen thousand United Nations peacekeeping troops, stopped the fighting but did nothing to reverse Serb military gains on the ground. If anything, UN forces in Croatia found themselves in the position of administering an increasingly permanent demarcation line between Serb- and Croat-controlled territory. In theory, the Vance plan had been designed to lead to a political settlement. Serb forces were supposed to disarm, and UN forces take their place. But there was a loophole. The Vance plan naively allowed police units to continue functioning. And what the Serbs did was simply to have their soldiers exchange green fatigues for blue police uniforms. Little else changed in the Serb-held areas of the Croatian Krajina and of eastern Slavonia. And, as Vance had predicted, fighting did come to Bosnia that spring.

Already, in August 1991, Alija Izetbegovic had warned that Slobodan Milosevic, the President of Serbia, “wants the whole of Bosnia. He wants it all.” With the Yugoslav Federation more and more Greater Serbia under another name, Izetbegovic, along with the Macedonian President, Kiro Gligorov, had tried desperately to come up with a constitutional solution to the crisis. In December 1991, seeing that Yugoslavia could not be resurrected, Izetbegovic had asked for EC recognition and for UN peacekeeping troops. The latter request was refused, even though at the time the headquarters of the UN force overseeing the cease-fire in Croatia was in Sarajevo. But the EC did respond to Izetbegovic’s call for recognition by insisting that the Bosnian authorities hold a referendum on Bosnian independence. It took place on February 29, 1992. Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Croats, some sixty-three percent of the population of the Republic, voted yes overwhelmingly. But the Bosnian Serb leadership called on their people to boycott the referendum and, in outlying villages, backed up their demand by preventing polling stations from being established. Except in the cities, the Serb boycott was almost entirely successful. The outbreak of fighting was only a matter of time.

In early March, Serb irregulars began setting up roadblocks. This was the way the Croatian fighting had started. By the end of the month, Serb irregulars, openly supported by JNA troops, were seizing territory all over Bosnia. On April 6, 1992, the siege of Sarajevo began. Later in the month, Banja Luka, the second city of Bosnia, fell to Serb forces. The Bosnian slaughter had begun.

I say slaughter because to refer to what has happened there as a war is to distort, and, more gravely, to dignify the real nature of what has occurred. Before the fighting started, Alija Izetbegovic had insisted that there could be no war because one side—his own—would not fight. To have imagined that carnage could have been averted for this reason was only one of the many culpably naive assumptions the Bosnian presidency made. But even to talk of a “Bosnian war” is to talk in similarly naive terms. In reality, war, for all its bestiality, has its dignity and its laws, and soldiers, at least when they are faithful to their codes, rightly claim theirs to be an honorable as well as a terrible calling. To think otherwise is to imagine that nothing is worth dying for, and if Bosnia proves anything it is that such a statement is a shameful lie. But about what the Serbs have done in Bosnia no such claims can or should be made. There was agony aplenty, but nothing agonistic about what took place in Bosnia. The Serbs came, they slaughtered, they conquered, while the world looked on. As Haris Silajdzic, who was first the Foreign Minister and then the Prime Minister of Bosnia, said over and over again, “What is going on is genocide. In the West, many people choose to call it war. But it’s not war; it’s slaughter.”

As I write, the genocide is all but complete. This result has dashed any hope that a book, or a piece of videotape, or a public speech on behalf of Bosnia will do any good in the practical sense. It is too late for all that now. What the brute realities of murder and displacement, destruction and forced population transfer, have accomplished—the new facts on the ground, as the modern political cliché has it—neither words nor good intentions will undo. The destruction of Bosnia-Herzegovina has put paid to that. This does not mean—it is important that defeat not make one sentimental even in the imagination of disaster—that what has happened in Bosnia could not have been worse. One thing that a journey to a war teaches one is that things can always get worse. In the early winter of 1993, at a private dinner in Zagreb, the American Ambassador to Croatia, Peter Galbraith, observed disconsolately that he would not be surprised if the fighting went on indefinitely. “Beirut lasted seventeen years,” he said. And shortly before the shell landed in the Sarajevo marketplace in early February 1994, an event that, to the stupefaction of both many Sarajevans and foreigners resident in the city, did finally provoke the great powers to broker the first muscular cease-fire of the conflict—one that they were willing to enforce and that the Serb besiegers recognized could not be ignored—it seemed to me that the bombardment of the Bosnian capital might go on forever. What else was new? The day before, a shell had landed in the isolated Sarajevo neighborhood of Dobrinja, killing ten people, and nothing had changed. Ten days before that, a shell had landed in a housing estate in New Sarajevo and killed six schoolchildren out sledding, and nothing had changed. What was so magical about sixty-eight lives, when compared with the two hundred thousand dead that had predeceased them?

Something, it seemed, though perhaps those of us who were closest to the situation were least equipped to understand just what. Returning to New York in the aftermath of the market massacre, with the airwaves full of the sights and sounds of that explosion, I got a call from an ex-lover—a decent, apolitical woman with no very great interest in Bosnia. “I feel so terrible,” she said, and it was clear she meant it. And yet, perhaps churlishly, I wondered why. Why did these dead finally rouse ordinary people to tears and the powerful to a short burst of resolution? But the fact was that they did. The shift in public perception goaded NATO to insist that the Serbs at least stop their shelling of Sarajevo once and for all, even if, as events would show, this firmness did not extend to Gorazde or the other enclaves in the Drina Valley of eastern Bosnia. For all the triumphalist talk, much of it coming out of Washington, where the Clinton administration was quick to claim credit for the cease-fire, the tragedy hadn’t stopped, it had only changed its venue.

Still, anyone who cared about the Bosnian people had to be glad for the tenuous peace that was secured for Sarajevo, however unlikely it was that it would endure. But let there be no illusions. Even leaving the fate of Gorazde and Zepa to one side, the lifting of the sieges of Sarajevo and Mostar and a dozen other less well known towns, the confederal arrangements worked out between the Bosnian government and the Bosnian Croat authorities, and, most essentially, the lessening of the rate of killing—the fact that so far tens of thousands of names have not been added to the quarter million who died between the spring of 1992 and the spring of 1994—do not make what has happened to Bosnia less of a defeat. For all of us, not just the Bosnians themselves. To stop the killing is the humanitarian fig leaf under which the partition of Bosnia can go forward. That is, if the Bosnians are lucky.

If, in the humanitarian sense, the worst has not happened—one has only to think of the genocide of the Tutsi of Rwanda in 1994 to understand that—in both the political and the moral sense it has. A group of extreme Bosnian Serb nationalists, well supplied by their allies and mentors in Serbia proper, succeeded through a combination of skillful propaganda and terror in rallying the majority of Bosnian Serbs to the cause of Greater Serbia. They destroyed Bosnia, just as they had said they would. The mystery is how, with the Serbs controlling seventy-two percent of Bosnia and at best the plan being for the Bosnian government to regain control of fifty-three percent of the country, anyone can pretend otherwise, or affect surprise that this has led, on the Bosnian government side, to the altogether predictable rise of, if not Islamic fundamentalism in the Maghrebi or Iranian sense, then at least Muslim nationalism. Whatever the long-term prospects may be for the partition that the great powers, particularly France and Britain, had thought desirable almost from the outset of the Yugoslav crisis and finally, in the wake of the market massacre and through the vehicle of a binding cease-fire, succeeded with Russian and American help in imposing early in 1994, Bosnia will not be put back together again as it was before the fighting started.

There will be a Bosnia, of course, as in one guise or another there has been for more than a thousand years, but it will not be the small multiconfessional country made up of ethnic Serbs, Croats, and Muslims that it was before the slaughtering began. The systematic attempt on the part of the Serbs to exterminate the Bosnian Muslims has accomplished that. So has the Serbs’ campaign to extirpate their Muslim neighbors from their land and destroy the traces, particularly religious and architectural, of their history there—an event that constitutes the third great genocide of a small European minority to take place in the twentieth century, as even the Bosnian Muslims’ critics in United Nations and Western governmental circles agree. Instead of the multiculturalism that, for all its flaws, hypocrisies, and barely submerged antipathies, really did exist in urban Bosnia in cities like Tuzla, Banja Luka, Mostar, and above all the capital, Sarajevo, before the fighting started in April 1992, the destruction not only of two hundred thousand people but of a history of pluralism and tolerance, of that extraordinary amalgam that was Bosnia, all but guarantees that what the future holds in store is piety, iron, and, sooner or later, the revenge of the Bosnian Muslims.

And there is nothing hyperbolic about such a prediction. Anyone who has spent time in Bosnia has heard the grim promises of revenge. Bosnian officers in frontline positions, politicians in their half-lit offices, and Bosnian exiles in cafes in Düsseldorf and Frankfurt, speak in one voice on the matter. “Europe will pay for what was done to us,” a Bosnian official told me shortly after it had become clear that the cease-fire in Sarajevo proclaimed in February 1994 really was going to hold. At that time peace seemed, if anything, a stronger goad to bitterness than war had been. Freed of brute exigencies such as trying to get water while ducking snipers’ bullets, there was finally time for people to think. And increasingly, ordinary Sarajevans as well as members of the political nomenklatura were at last fully taking in the indifference of Europe and of the United States to what had happened to Bosnia. “Clinton will not help us,” the official said. “He cares about his health plan, not our survival.”

The Bosnians had already grasped, after two years of exposure to UN “peacekeeping,” the impotence and sterility of a system of world order that supposedly was enshrined in the charter of the United Nations. They had learned that there was no world order, old or new. And they had learned that even the principles developed half a century earlier when the UN was founded, in an attempt to bind the world legally to preventing future aggressions just like the one the Belgrade Serbs had unleashed on the country and future genocides like the one the Bosnian Muslims were undergoing, were really just a joke. Bosnia’s defenders abroad, like New York’s senior Senator, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, might talk about the “shredding” of the international system and call for new measures and, if necessary, military action against the Serbs. From the ground in Bosnia, it did not appear that there was any system to shred. The Bosnians had asked for help. To which the UN had said, “We have no mandate to help”; the Europeans had said, “To help will only level the killing field, and we don’t want that”; and the Americans had said, “We’d like to help, but we can’t.” And so the Bosnians went on dying, refused defense and deprived of the chance to defend themselves.

And this disaster the diplomats called a victory. The UN boasted that it was carrying out its “mandate” under difficult circumstances. The Europeans congratulated themselves on the fact that tragic though the Bosnian situation might be, their diplomacy had successfully “contained” the Bosnian crisis. And President Clinton, having promised during the election campaign that if he was elected, ethnic cleansing would stop and then spent his first eighteen months in office standing by as it continued, angrily rebuked Christiane Amanpour, CNN’s correspondent in Sarajevo, for questioning his characterization of American policy as both consistent and successful. “Madam,” he said mendaciously, “there have been no flip-flops.” No wonder that the seeds of Europe’s own “Palestinian problem” were becoming visible long before the firing in Bosnia had stopped. However much Europe and the United States might already be trying to forget Bosnia, and what had happened there—two months into the Sarajevo cease-fire, journalistic and political attention had already shifted to Korea and South Africa, and Sarajevo might have become, as the phrase goes, old news—Bosnia had neither forgotten about Europe nor forgiven it.

• • •

This seemed and still seems to me right, however self-destructive the sentiment may be objectively, to whatever degree it leads to the waste of Bosnian lives in the same way that the intransigent memories of Palestine have led to such a waste of Palestinian lives, and however much it makes me fear for the future of the Old Continent. Europe and the United States could have stopped the genocide, and declined to do so. The UN could have interpreted its mandate to require it to do something to stop ethnic cleansing. Instead of insisting that he was simply an international civil servant, for all intents and purposes a glorified stenographer, there only to do the bidding of the member states, Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali could have made it his priority to defend Bosnia. He, too, had an interest in doing so, since the United Nations is a multiethnic, multicultural entity or it is nothing at all. The permanent members of the Security Council may have shaped the UN’s role in Bosnia, but, as much as anything, that is because Boutros-Ghali let them. He did not even defend Bosnia, or the concept of a multiethnic state, verbally. To the contrary, one of the main activities of Boutros-Ghali and his representatives was to do everything in their power to forestall any outside military help the Bosnians might have secured.

These are the facts that make the bitterness of the Bosnians themselves and those of us who cared about Bosnia so deep-seated and unassuageable. This is where the story of Bosnian defeat segues into the story of Western European and North American disgrace. What has taken place in Bosnia has revealed the bankruptcy of every European security institution, from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization to the Council on Security and Cooperation in Europe, exposed the fact that nowhere in these great structures was there either intellectual preparedness or moral fortitude for dealing with the crises of the post-Cold War world or for coming to terms with the likelihood that in the future a great many wars will take place not between states but within states. To content oneself with anatomizing the defeat alone would be to mislead. After all, the defeat of right by might is a commonplace of human history, a fact as ubiquitous, if as unpalatable, as individual mortality. But the unnecessary defeat, the defeat that could have been averted, the genocide that need not have taken place, or, once it had begun, could have been cut short, are things to which it is obscene to be reconciled.

This is what happened. Two hundred thousand Bosnian Muslims died, in full view of the world’s television cameras, and more than two million other people were forcibly displaced. A state formally recognized by the European Community and the United States on April 7, 1992, and by the United Nations on May 22, 1992, was allowed to be destroyed. While it was being destroyed, United Nations military forces and officials looked on, offering “humanitarian” assistance and protesting—here, it must be said, to a large degree rightly, since if the UN could have acted differently, the great powers could have given the UN a different mandate had they chosen to do so; the UN implemented the disgrace but it did not create it—that there was no will in the international community to do anything more. Two successive American Presidents, one Republican, the second Democratic, declared over and over that they represented the last remaining superpower and yet simultaneously insisted that they were helpless to launch an intervention or even get the arms embargo lifted. And this was not, as so many pretended, the result of some grim, ineluctable law of history, but rather a testimony to specific choices made by those who governed the rich world and by the civil servants who administered the international system that they had created. In a letter to a friend in which he reported on the public hanging of three thieves he had witnessed during a stay in Rome, Lord Byron, realizing perhaps that his account might give the impression that he had enjoyed what he had seen, added, “I would have saved them if I could.” The spokesmen for the great powers took the opposite tack. For more than two years, they protested how much what they were seeing appalled them, but insisted that they were powerless. And individually, in private, doubtless they were. But the nations and institutions they represented were unmoved by the execution of Bosnia. For these, it was a matter of saying, “I would have saved them but I chose not to.” Meanwhile the UN looked on “like eunuchs at the orgy,” as people said in Sarajevo.

Such is life in the post-Cold War world. (We do not seem to have names for our times, only, in terms like “post-Cold War” and “postmodern,” markers of our distance from previous categories.) For more than two years, I went back and forth between New York and Croatia and Bosnia. When I would return, and attempt to reconnect to my life back home, friends would inform me earnestly that there were no other alternatives. “We” had other agendas, other impediments to action, other considerations to take into account. “It’s the economy, stupid,” candidate Clinton’s handlers had repeated. To which, where Bosnia was concerned, leftists unwilling to contemplate any use of American power to save Bosnia might add, “It’s American imperialism, stupid.” Ordinary, decent Americans might add, “It’s our kids, and Bosnia is Europe’s problem.” And people versed in all the other tragedies taking place around the globe might insist, “What about Angola, Sudan, East Timor, Tibet, Haiti, Rwanda?” I recall one acquaintance mustering a phrase of Hegel’s—not, to my relief, the one made celebrated by Francis Fukuyama about “the end of history,” but the soberer evocation of the “slaughterbench of history”—to buttress his argument that what was taking place in Bosnia was just the best-publicized instance of the horrors that were taking place all the time, all over the world.

Before I went to Bosnia, I might have been tempted to agree with Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who had remarked during his one and only visit to Sarajevo, on December 31, 1992, that what was going on there was “a rich man’s war.” Good Third Worlder that he was, the Secretary General meant that Bosnia was a white man’s war. He had admonished the astonished Sarajevans, “I understand your frustration, but you have a situation that is better than ten other places in the world . . . I can give you a list.” Then he had left the city. Once I had started spending time in Bosnia, it was not even a question of agreeing or disagreeing so much as feeling that all this comparative martyrology, all these dueling body counts, were as irrelevant as the vying for ultimate victim status that had become all the rage on better American college campuses in the early nineties. Having been in Bosnia, I could find no meaning in the exercise of trumping one people’s suffering with another’s. In either an academic or a political setting, the exercise seemed pointless. “Rate the best Jacobean poets in order of importance”; “Rate the worst human tragedies in the world.”

For my part, I could no longer take seriously the debate as to whether the siege of Sarajevo was worse than the siege of the Angolan city of Cuito, or whether the sufferings of the Bosnian Muslims were worse than those of the Christians and animists of the southern Sudan. I knew what I had seen, what was happening in Bosnia, and I knew that to dismiss these events in the name of some other, even more horrific events was, in moral terms, to make the great the enemy of the good. I also knew that what was happening in Bosnia need not have happened, that the West could have prevented the slaughter. To talk of all the other slaughters it should have been paying attention to but wasn’t seemed like little more than a sophisticated justification for feeling good about doing nothing. “I’ll see your Bosnia, and raise you one East Timor.”

• • •

To return to the life you led before you have been to a scene of slaughter and bloodshed, at least if you are a citizen of the rich world, is to choke on the cant and the complacency of everything that used to be familiar and pleasurable to you. You start to feel like an alien in the life you yourself have fashioned. In a sense, all writers, to greater or lesser degrees, must condition themselves to be professional outsiders. But for all my familiarity with that way of seeing things, traveling back and forth from a place like Sarajevo or Banja Luka to a place like Manhattan removed me from my friends and my past to a degree I had never dreamed possible. I felt not only as if I had returned from the land of the dead, but as if I too had become somehow posthumous.

And I believe that I am not alone in this. Even seasoned war correspondents have found it hard to recover from what they lived through in Bosnia. If now I write both in support of the Bosnian cause—this despite the fact that temperamentally I have always suspected causes and, in any case, I believe that cause has been lost—and in protest against the callous indifference, the shallow pessimism, and the hypocrisy that have surrounded the murder of Bosnia, I suspect that I am more surprised by my own stance than anyone. In a previous life, the life before Bosnia, I used to flatter myself that indignation was an emotion to which I was virtually immune. Just as I did not expect to end up in Bosnia in the first place, so I did not expect to feel that I would never recover from it.

This has nothing to do with feeling comfortable there, let alone imagining, as people often do when they fall in love with countries or causes, that I somehow “belonged.” In all the time I spent in Bosnia, I cannot remember a single moment when I was not at least a little frightened, and I remember many moments when I was terrified. I was then, and I remain, intensely critical of the Bosnian government, in both its policies and its naiveté, and often bored and exasperated by the way the Bosnians talked with such a combination of self-absorption and lack of realism about themselves and the rest of the world. Nevertheless, it has seemed easier to be in Bosnia, however hopeless or exasperating things could seem there, than to listen to the way Bosnia was usually talked of, or, worse still, not talked of, ignored, in the West.

That one heard so little about Bosnia in countries like Germany and Italy that were so near was something I soon got used to. But the emblematic moment for me was when, a year into the slaughter, long after the beginning of the siege of Sarajevo, long after the Bosnian Serb forces had expelled from the valleys of eastern Bosnia most of their former majority of Muslim inhabitants, and long after the overwhelming majority of the mosques of northern Bosnia had been blown up, thus eliminating the traces of a European Islam that had existed in the region for five centuries, President Clinton presided over the opening of the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C. It was a blustery day, replete with clenched jaws, somber clothes, and flights of rhetorical purposefulness. The President of Croatia, Franjo Tudjman, who at one time expressed skepticism about the very existence of the Holocaust, was in the audience. So were many of its survivors, including Elie Wiesel, who, to his credit, reproached Clinton for America’s Bosnia policy. For his part, the President wanted to confine the conversation to generalities. He did have one suggestion, though. So that the genocide that befell European Jewry during the Nazi period never take place again, Bill Clinton insisted, extraordinary vigilance was necessary. “We must deploy memory,” he said.

That President Clinton could speak of memory as if it were something like a moral antiballistic missile system was the least of it. The real moral solecism was to speak optimistically about the future when, as he knew perfectly well, and Wiesel would soon remind him from the podium, another genocide was taking place in Europe. The Bosnian genocide was not identical to what had happened to the Jews, any more than the extermination of the European Jewry had been identical to the genocide of the Armenians in 1915. Genocide had been the goad behind the adoption of such principles of post-World War II international order as the Four Geneva Conventions, the Genocide Convention of 1949, and, above all, the United Nations Charter. And these laws were being systematically violated in Bosnia.

The siege of Sarajevo was itself a war crime. On the battlefield, usually it was rarer to find instances where war crimes had not been committed than where they had. And of course, ethnic cleansing was not just a war crime, it was genocide, pure and simple. To utter words like “Never again,” as Clinton did at the opening of the Holocaust Museum, was to take vacuity over the border into obscenity as long as the genocide in Bosnia was going on and Clinton was doing nothing to stop it. His words were literally meaningless. For if there was to be no intervention to stop a genocide that was taking place, then the phrase “Never again” meant nothing more than: Never again would Germans kill Jews in Europe in the 1940s. Clinton might as well have said, “Never again the potato famine,” or, “Never again the slaughter of the Albigensians.” At the rate things were going, in the year 2050 could one expect that a future American President might open a museum to ethnic cleansing?

During the 1992 election campaign, candidate Clinton had promised to use American power to bring this Bosnian genocide to a halt (much later, a Clinton operative would exclaim to me in exasperation, “Why do people nowadays take campaign promises so seriously?”), or, at least, give the Bosnian government the means to fight back. Two years later, Charles Redman, the US State Department official charged by President Clinton to come up with a peace plan for Bosnia, would justify American acceptance of the principle of partition by saying “we had to jump over the moral bridge” to obtain peace. At least the Americans remained committed rhetorically to the idea that the Bosnian government should be allowed to defend itself against Serb aggression, and, by late 1994, had decided they would no longer enforce the arms embargo. The Europeans denied that any aggression had even taken place, and spoke instead of a civil war in Bosnia. They steadfastly opposed lifting an arms embargo that the United Nations had passed more than a year earlier as part of a package of sanctions designed to penalize the Serbs for the war that they were waging against a secessionist Croatia. And they maintained this policy despite the fact that the war in Croatia had ended and it now served only to further the Serb cause in Bosnia. The Serbs and their Bosnian surrogates had more than enough arms. They had inherited the stores of the Yugoslav National Army, and could get what little they did not have from the Russians and the Greeks. The Croats’ position was more complicated. They had initially allied themselves with the Bosnian government when the fighting started in April 1992. A year later, however, as it became clear that even under the Vance-Owen plan Bosnia was to be divided largely along lines of ethnic predominance, the Croats had begun their own campaign of ethnic cleansing against the Muslims. This had backfired when Croat troops were unable to seize the Muslim section of the city of Mostar and when government forces counterattacked successfully in central Bosnia. Finally, in 1994, thwarted on the battlefield and under heavy US and German pressure, the Croats had again made common cause with the Sarajevo government and had even fought with them in a government offensive that drove Serb forces out of the town of Kupres in late October of 1994. Not only had the Croats been able to buy a great many arms on the open market, but the revival of the alliance with the Bosnian government guaranteed them a share in whatever weapons the Bosnian army might be able to smuggle in. Bosnia, after all, is landlocked and everything had to pass through Croatian territory.

The real purpose of maintaining the embargo, of course, had long been to ensure that as few weapons as possible get through to the government side. Although the embargo had been passed by the United Nations Security Council on September 25, 1991, before Bosnia had declared its independence, the fact that only the Bosnian government was really affected troubled almost no one. To the British Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, the military imbalance that the embargo perpetuated actually made it all the more important that the embargo remain in force. “We don’t want to level the killing field,” he said more than once. It seemed as if what Hurd was really afraid of was that if the Bosnian government forces were better armed they would give the Serbs a fight. Who knew what would happen then? Better, however unhappy such a choice might be, to wish for a Serb victory. At least the fighting would be over.

There were officials within the British government who were more than willing to concede as much. “We should never have accepted the dismemberment of Yugoslavia,” wrote a Mr. R. D. Wilkinson of the Foreign Office Policy Planning Staff to the English conservative writer Nora Beloff, “without first having settled the problems of minorities and frontiers, and probably not before having put in hand a humane program of population exchange. The recognition of Bosnia, and indeed the incitement of them to proclaim their independence, was the ultimate act of thoughtlessness.” In the American case, what seemed to be involved was an absolutely visceral reluctance to expend the political capital necessary to rescue Bosnia. “We can’t let Bosnia endanger the best liberal hope for a generation,” a former Colorado Senator and counselor to Clinton, Tim Wirth, was reported to have remarked. And disgruntled Clinton aides told the story that one critical moment when the administration was thinking of sending the Secretary of Defense to Sarajevo, Hillary Rodham Clinton argued passionately against the move on the grounds that this would take health care off the front page for the duration of his visit to Bosnia. Hearing these stories, all I could think of was the dead and how they need not have died. That simple thought still haunts me, whatever its effect might have been on the political fortunes of the best liberal hope for a generation.

The effects of both Anglo-French hostility to Bosnia and American prevarication combined to ensure that throughout the two years of slaughter, it fell to the Bosnian government side to do the lion’s share of the dying. Before the fighting began, the Serbs had almost all the guns (unlike Slovenia, Bosnia never established a territorial defense force and only created one after the shooting started), and after combat had begun in earnest, they were able to establish mainly untrammeled supply lines from Serbia proper, across Bosnia, and into Croatia. Ethnic cleansing was in part about making these routes secure from guerrilla attack. The Serbs also seized most of the high ground—the first axiom of military strategy. Whether we were contemplating the heights surrounding Sarajevo, or Mount Vlasic, in central Bosnia, with its commanding view of Muslim and Croat towns spread out below, those of us who spent the war mostly traveling with Bosnian government forces spent our time cowering under bombardment and with cricks in our necks from staring up at the gun positions on the other side. For all the publicity about bearded “Chetnik” irregulars, kitted out in Serbian white-eagle emblems, death’s-head pins, and bandoliers of heavy machine-gun ammunition worn to make them look like the original Chetniks—the monarchist irregulars under the command of General Draza Mihailovic who had fought against Tito’s partisans during the Second World War—most of the Serb fighters in Bosnia looked and acted like (and more often than not were) members of the regular JNA, the Yugoslav National Army. Before the Bosnian fighting had started, their commander, Ratko Mladic, had even commanded a corps during the Croatian war. It was only after the Serbs had conquered a third of Croatia that he had moved on to Pale, the Sarajevo suburb that served as the capital of the self-proclaimed Srpska Republika, the Serb Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Mladic had acquired the rump of the JNA in Bosnia, its stores and cantonments as well as most of its regular officers and men, and it showed. “The Serbs are real soldiers,” a Canadian officer serving with UN forces in Sarajevo told me in the early winter of 1993. “Whatever you think of what they’ve done, to me they’re a known quantity.”

That their main accomplishment was, in fact, murder, albeit murder with carefully thought-out political and military goals—ethnic cleansing was not just a war crime, it was a tactic for holding captured territory without having to worry about a restive subject population—seemed, to the mounting frustration of the journalists covering the fighting and the UN’s role in relieving its effects but not interceding in it, to matter not at all. To the average officer in UNPROFOR—the acronym, much derided on the Bosnian side, where the word “self” was added before “protection,” stood for United Nations Protection Force—the atmosphere in the officers’ mess in Pale was not, making a few allowances for war conditions and Balkan peculiarities, all that different from that of the mess halls in which he was accustomed to taking his meals or relaxing. In contrast, Bosnian government officers tended to be civilians learning on the job how to be soldiers. They slouched in their chairs, walked with decidedly non-military gaits, and gave the impression of being utterly innocent of the various rituals and conventions that lie at the heart of the military vocation in almost every country. Many if not most of them had been civilians, the rest junior officers. Certainly, it was rare to meet a senior officer serving with Bosnia government forces who, before the war, had held a commission above the rank of major in the JNA.

What the Bosnians did have was their illusions, particularly their belief that what had been happening to them since the killing had started was somehow a kind of ghastly category mistake. It was as if, in a kind of mirror image of Boutros-Ghali’s dismissive sketch of their predicament, Bosnians imagined that the fact that they were Europeans would protect them from the horrors of war. Europe, for them, was a continent in which the cosmopolitan values they stood for had become the norm. In Sarajevo, in particular, up to almost the very moment the fighting broke out, the expectation had been that life in the future there would not be very different from life in other genteel, provincial European cities—Trieste, say, or Graz. Even when they realized they were cruelly mistaken about what the future held in store for them, few managed to entirely jettison these expectations. Wars were not supposed to take place in the hardwood forests of Europe in the 1990s, between people for whom the ownership of seaside cottages, second cars, and university educations had become commonplace. Wars occurred in the poor world. In a rich country such as the former Yugoslavia, its sanguinary history notwithstanding, a well-appointed, civilized peace was supposed to reign.

When war had come, the urban middle class of Bosnia, particularly in the cities of Sarajevo, Mostar, Tuzla, and Banja Luka, painfully came to realize that although they had listened to the speeches of Serb nationalists like Slobodan Milosevic, the President of Serbia, and Radovan Karadzic, the leader of the Bosnian Serbs, in truth they had heard nothing. Comparisons between Milosevic and Hitler are foolish and unworthy—the knee-jerk impulse of an age mired in rhetorical excess which has to insist that anything good is the greatest and anything bad the worst—but this Sarajevan inability to hear is reminiscent of the reaction of Karl Kraus, that paradigmatic Central European cosmopolitan of the interwar period, who wrote, “When I think of Hitler, nothing comes to mind.” Even today so many cosmopolitan Sarajevans cannot quite take in what happened to them. It is this cognitive dissonance, this misunderstanding of their own historical situation, that has differentiated the Bosnian reaction to the war that engulfed them from that of Afghans or Angolans. In Bosnia, the universal pain that all wars engender has carried with it that tinge of surprise of those who believed that their material lives would always be happy. So much for the notion that the end of history, which was never anything more than the end of communism, would be followed by a dull and pacifying age of consumerism.

I think now that I believed it too, imagining that for white Europeans at least, the sanguinary epochs had ended definitively. I knew that, historically, Europe had not been an especially benign place and that in certain periods—like the first fifty years of the twentieth century, to name the one I should have been paying attention to—it had been a particularly savage place. But if I knew this, I did not believe it viscerally, whatever pieties I had been capable of uttering about Hiroshima and Auschwitz, the ruin of Africa and the Gulag archipelago. Those events might as well have taken place in another geological era. The crisis looming in Europe, I had thought before I started going to Bosnia, would revolve around the generalized global servant crisis that the rich world seemed to be going through.

In ever larger numbers, people from the poor, non-European world were successfully migrating to the countries of the European Union and North America, to do the jobs that the native-born were no longer willing to take on. It was the presence of these immigrants, and the challenges—cultural, racial, and linguistic—that they posed, which seemed to me the great, intractable dilemma that the future held in store for the rich world. That such a transformation was bound to create a crisis was self-evident. Europe had no tradition of immigration; unlike the United States, which was undergoing its own immigration-driven transformation, there was no powerful cognitive context for what was going on. But a crisis did not mean a war, although, in my bleaker moments, I found it easy to imagine a future Europe in which repression and radical de-democratization had become the norm. That Europe would be made up of citizens and immigrants. In other words, as a society it would be closer to slaveholding Athens than to the Social Democratic world of the post-1945, pre-1989 Western European consensus. But what I could not imagine was the sound of tank fire, and the ping of sniper’s bullets resounding through the windows of high rises, across the neat parks, the supermarkets, and the gleaming cafes, the art galleries, auto-body repair shops, and historic centers, of a city like Sarajevo. I could not imagine these things any more than the Bosnians themselves could imagine them, before the unthinkable engulfed them.



II


I came to Bosnia almost by accident, with no real experience of war, persuaded that the fighting that was going on in Europe was no harbinger of the future but, rather, a dreadful, heartrending anachronism. Perhaps this is why even then, in the summer of 1992, the Bosnian slaughter remained little more than an abstraction to me, as it was, I think, to so many Western Europeans and North Americans. Despite the ample information that had already come out about what had been going on there, I could find no context out of which to react. I sympathized, almost on cue, by which I mean achingly when the televised images of the carnage were strongest, and almost not at all when the story was absent from the evening news broadcasts, but I didn’t understand. That summer, with the Croatian war over and the destruction of Bosnia seemingly well under way, it had become common enough to hear decent, well-informed people on both sides of the Atlantic talk wonderingly of what was taking place and equally common to hear them qualify their expressions of moral solidarity with expressions of helplessness that were as much cognitive as practical. By and large, they seemed almost less shocked by the facts of “ethnic cleansing”—at that time still a relatively new phrase—or by the siege of Sarajevo than by the fact that these events were taking place in Europe in the early nineties.

The phrases I remember cropping up most frequently when the subject of Bosnia arose seemed to me to confirm that the dismay people felt when forced to confront any horrible event was joined, in the Bosnian case, by a genuine stupefaction that what was going on was occurring in Europe. People kept asking how it could be happening here (and, unsurprisingly, that “here” easily stretched to include Manhattan Island, Georgetown, and Cambridge, Massachusetts, along with Frankfurt, Milan, and Paris), and shook their heads wonderingly at the thought of Sarajevo, a European city, being methodically reduced to rubble by the Serb gunners on the surrounding heights. It should have come as no surprise that Europe, in this context, had become a moral category as well as a geographical one. For all the supposed crisis of confidence in Europe, the knocks against “Eurocentrism” that supposedly had led, in the phrase of the French writer Pascal Bruckner, to the unwarranted “demoralization of the Occident,” the sense that Europe was a more civilized place morally was far more entrenched than was often claimed. And if what was taking place in the Balkans suggested that no such clear line of demarcation could be drawn between the values of Europe and those of other parts of the world—between, as conservative pundits liked to say, the West and the rest—that unwelcome news remained hard to integrate into the daily experience of life in the West, to which the idea of war remained almost wholly alien.
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