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Milosevic kept protesting that he faced the proverbial victors’ justice. There was an element of truth in his protest. But mankind can proceed further only by moving from the abstract to the concrete wherever and whenever it is possible to do so. Withholding justice in one case because it cannot be awarded universally can be beneficial only to the perpetrators of the kinds of crime of which Bosnia became a symbol

Not very long ago I wrote in this space about the passing away of Ibrahim Rugova, the Kosovar leader who kept his faith with non-violence in the midst of the bloodiest carnage that Europe knew since the end of World War II. He was not destined to see the independence of Kosovo but he had certainly brought his people so close to it that it would not be denied for too long.

Entirely at the other end of the spectrum of human behaviour and at a point where only the invocation of pure evil offers any credible explanation, stood Slobodan Milosevic, who presided over the genocide of Bosnian Muslims with utter nonchalance, saw the shattering of his vainglorious dream of an ethnically-pure Greater Serbia, employed his vast cunning to blunt his trial as a war criminal, and then one day earlier this week succumbed to human mortality without even so much as a witness.

Milosevic’s political career provided evidence that just as ideas of human good survive unspeakable horrors in this imperfect world, evil too can resurrect itself even in unexpected terrains. Yugoslavia was a widely respected leader of the Non-Aligned Movement; its principal leaders were regarded for decades as enlightened men and women who pioneered concepts of coexistence and global progress irrespective of religion, ideology, race or colour. And yet it was in this land that the politics of ethnic cleansing and mass murder that Europe thought it had for ever buried in the debris of the Third Reich came back to haunt it.

Milosevic’s evocation of a fascist brand of Serbian nationalism in June 1989 set the stage for an apocalyptic conflict. He whipped up a frenzied memory of humiliation suffered 600 years earlier at the hands of the Ottomans to embark upon the destruction of Bosnian Muslims. The federal state that Tito had held together with all its ethnic and religious diversity disintegrated as Milosevic progressively discarded it in favour of a highly intolerant Greater Serbia. 

As tyrants often do, he relied heavily on manipulating legends and historical memories. This time around, he felt, he could do better than the propagandists of Nazi Germany because of the ubiquitous power of state-controlled television. The new information technology would metamorphose the past into an ideology of hatred that would legitimise murder and rape as compulsions of state. Slowly and surely evidence has been piling up, including vivid footage of the massacre of Srebrenica, that showed the depth of Milosevic’s complicity and the barbarism of the political culture he had fostered.

Tyrants observe no limits and their blood lust drives them into ever-greater atrocities. Without this trait, they would almost escape the revenge of history. Slobodan Milosevic might have got away with it if he knew how to stop. Europe dithered and, in many instances, fell back upon compromises made in the name of an old fashioned balance of power. Once again there were European statesmen who felt that once Milosevic’s basic ambition was fulfilled, he could be accommodated in a new order. Some even thought that he was ideally suited to bring the headstrong Serbs into such an order. Serbia as designed by this decisive, if insanely cruel, man would bring stability to what the west Europeans had for centuries regarded as a volatile region of their continent.

History has a strange way of repeating itself. Writing about the British policy towards Milosevic in the Sunday Times, Brendan Simms, who followed the Yugoslav wars closely, recalled that the British diplomats were instructed to get inside Milosevic’s head and find out what his real bottom lines were. The result was no different from what had happened in many other cases. Brendan wryly observes that “it seemed that (Milosevic) got inside the official British mind instead”. 

As in the past, this psychological sensitisation to evil and the consequent tolerance of it led to a paralysis of will on the part of those who should have forthwith upheld international law. Even as diplomats finessed their documents, thousands died every week.

It sounds sacrilegious to the memory of 250,000 Muslims and numerous Croats and others who perished over the years to say that Milosevic overreached himself only when he decided to stretch his genocidal war to Kosovo. The bitter truth is that the conscience of the world community was aroused only then into taking tangible action to bring down ‘the butcher of Balkan’, as European historians remember him now. Perhaps it was common humanity prevailing over all other considerations. Perhaps it was more a fear that Kosovo had become Europe’s new powder keg and that a conflict in this small territory could easily suck in Macedonia and other neighbouring states.

Many other war criminals of the Yugoslav endgame are still at large as statesmen return to their favourite games of realpolitik. It is difficult to prophesy if Milosevic’s sudden death would hasten their arrest and appearance before the special tribunal or, in fact, buy them more time, if not impunity. Among those who wanted to make Milosevic an example of inevitable retribution there is disappointment that the Judges representing the world community would never record their verdict on a man who brought immense suffering to all the people of Yugoslavia, including the Serbs. 

Perhaps the best course open to the civilised world today is to persevere with the task of the Hague tribunal so that international norms are once again established. Milosevic kept protesting that he was faced with the proverbial victors’ justice. Considering what is happening elsewhere in the world, there was an element of truth in his protest. But mankind can proceed further only by moving from the abstract to the concrete wherever and whenever it is possible to do so. Withholding justice in one case because it cannot be awarded universally can be beneficial only to the perpetrators of the kinds of crime of which Bosnia became a symbol.

The writer is a former foreign secretary. Email: tanvir.a.khan@gmail.com


