	Friday, June 09, 2006
	


[image: image2.png]







	COMMENT: Birth of a new nation - Tanvir Ahmad Khan
[image: image3.jpg]TN



It is the springtime of nations in the region after the bitter winter of a failed Serbian Raj. People everywhere and particularly in multinational federations like India and Pakistan should seriously ponder the causes of Yugoslavia’s fragmentation and, no less importantly, why small statelets in Europe do not run foul of the general Western distrust of self-determination so noticeable in recent years

Yugoslavia, once a pillar of the Non-Aligned Movement and an exemplar of anti-Stalinist European communism, has been disintegrating for the last 15 years. At the turn of the century, the Yugoslav territory considered to be the prime candidate to become a new European state by force or by negotiations was Kosovo. 

The independence option for Kosovo is still being discussed in Vienna though the outcome looks like separation from Serbia that its liberation army KLA fought for. Meanwhile tiny Montenegro, occupying no more than 13,812 square kilometres inhabited by about 650,000 people, has beaten Kosovo to the goal post of independence by walking out of a loose union with Serbia. This union, the successor of a two-nation federation that had survived the disastrous end of Milosevic’s bid for Greater Serbia, lasted three years.

I was in Prague when the Czechs and Slovaks agreed upon a velvet divorce to replace Czechoslovakia by two sovereign republics. It happened at a time when eminent Western strategic thinkers were telling freedom fighters in such far off places as Kashmir that the era of self-determination was over; the world had witnessed far too much fission. Bratislava, the capital of sovereign Slovakia did not have the grandeur of Prague but its well-developed political class had little difficulty in creating the effective institutions of a European state. Since then, Slovakia has emerged from its autocratic past to be acclaimed as a functioning central European democracy.

Now more than 90 percent of the voters in Montenegro picked up their ballots and 55.53 percent of them ordained that Podgorica (population: 136,473) would be the capital of a sovereign state. Not too far back in time it was a small kingdom that initiated a big war against the Ottomans designed in secret to roll back their European possessions. By the end of the year, Kosovo may become one of the three independent Balkan states where the religion and culture of the Ottomans have not perished despite Milosevic’s ruthless wars of the early 1990s. It is the springtime of nations in the region after the bitter winter of a failed Serbian Raj.

People everywhere and particularly in multinational federations like India and Pakistan should seriously ponder the causes of Yugoslavia’s fragmentation and, no less importantly, why small statelets in Europe do not run foul of the general Western distrust of self-determination so noticeable in recent years.

When Tito died on May 4, 1980, the contradiction between a supranational ideological state and resurgent nationalism in the federating states and provinces of Yugoslavia had already started taxing even his skills in maintaining a viable state. Acutely aware that this recrudescence of 19th century nationalism was particularly strong among the Serbs and Croats, Tito, with Kardelj at his side, constantly improvised political and economic policies of the federation to contain centrifugal impulses. Yugoslavia’s rotating approach to key appointments at the centre was unique and worked for a while.

The balance started tipping by the mid-1980s as groups of Serbian intellectuals from the influential Academy of Sciences, media publicists and politicians started to tap into the darkest recesses of Serbian psyche and ambition. Hitler’s Germany had relied similarly on creating a mythological base for power and dominance. It was unbelievable that having witnessed firsthand the horrors of that benighted medieval experiment, an otherwise sophisticated national elite of continental Europe would opt for a similar exploitation of history. Slobodan Milosevic became the instrument of this ideology and whipped up religious and racist passions by invoking the memory of a 600 years old battle with an Ottoman army to justify abrogation of Kosovo’s autonomy.

In fact, it was a competitive upsurge of Serbian, Croatian and Slovenian nationalisms that doomed the federation to destruction. As Milosevic campaigned for Greater Serbia, which among other territories sought to swallow 70 percent of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatian leader Tudjman also tried to extend the frontiers of Croatia. The result was a series of wars, a blood bath and large-scale displacement of people. 

NATO’s eventual intervention ended these extravagant dreams. It has not so far unified Bosnia and its Serb-ruled breakaway entity Republika Srepska. Kosovo has all but seceded from Serbia. Montenegro has dissolved the uneasy union with Serbia. There is apprehension that Vojvodina may also follow suit. Serbia’s best chance would be to accept the consequences of its defeated ambition to appropriate much of old Yugoslvia to an ethnically determined state and concentrate on its own consolidation and reconstruction.

Why is fragmentation in the Balkans acceptable to the Western powers on both sides of the Atlantic? The answer lies in a Western re-formulation of Brezhnev’s concept of limited sovereignty for states of central and eastern Europe. The great difference in two versions is that small successor states abridge their classical sovereignty willingly in return for economic opportunities offered by the European Union (EU) and security available under NATO’s umbrella. Acceptance as members of EU and NATO has become the major national objective except in Serbia which is hamstrung by its past in embracing it and is also still trying to figure out the future relevance of its historic association with Russia.

What the world needs to recognise is that after its turbulent history that kept cartographers busy, the Balkans stand a fair chance of stability and growth under the joint stewardship of the EU and NATO. The extension of democracy to this volatile region is also marked by its integration into the Western capitalist system. Russia has nothing better than a toehold and may still depend on Serbia to make it less precarious. Belgrade has not yet cleared the political debris of the Milosevic era but once this is done, it may also feel the gravitational pull from the West. The springtime of nations in the Balkans has brought sunshine to Western Europe too, part of it stretching across the Atlantic.
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