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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

 
 

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.

Public recognition of 
victims is a prerequisite for 
reconciliation in the region 
of the former Yugoslavia, 
and the RECOM initiative 
has the potential to help 
the states to carry out this 
historic task.
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Initiative for RECOM

2 On May 27, 2013, on the twentieth anniversary of the Court, Serge Brammertz said: „�e trials before the Hague 
Tribunal are the essential precondition for reconciliation and justice.“ 
3 In June 2008, the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees compiled the Strategy for 
Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which focuses on fact-finding and truth-telling, reparations, 
memorials, and institutional reform. �e Strategy of War Crimes Prosecution was created in 2008.



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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In this region, art has 
always dealt with “the 
pain inflicted on us by 
others,” and only rarely 
had the courage to deal 
with “the pain  inflicted 
on others by us.”



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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The moral responsibility of 
observers from one community 
stems from the following moral 
problem – their choice to 
“continue to live as they used 
to” actually harms all those who 
share their collective identity.



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.

111

Initiative for RECOM

In judicial proceedings, 
victims’ testimonies are 
primarily used to prove the 
guilt of the defendant rather 
than confirm the suffering 
inflicted on the victims. This 
is why we need the 
institutions that are focused 
on the victims, such as truth 
commissions.



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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1 “Trafficker“ is one of the author's pseudonyms, which he used in his column in Novi List (New Magazine) from 
Rijeka, Croatia. 
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Those who attack students with 
the myths of the heroic past are 
not really trying to educate 
people, but rather are in the 
business of cultivating new 
cannon fodder, to be used – 
today or tomorrow, when the 
opportunity arises – to die in 
the service of the survival of old 
lies.

Initiative for RECOM



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Is anyone surprised that 
Croatian newspaper 
distributors import from 
Serbia a “specialized review 
of the issues concerning small 
arms, special forces, hunting 
equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – 
unlike Caliber – is the 
“magazine of civil 
self-liberation”?
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Patriots do not 
need to be 
consequential.

1 A significant example can be found in the fact that in many democratic states a plebiscite regarding the 
implementation of the death penalty might find an approving majority, and only international and codified 
constitutional standards are preventing such an implementation.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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1 �e essay was originally published in the French quarterly La Revue internationale et stratégique (no. 88), as part of 
the offprint „Forgiveness and Reconciliation,“ Armand Colin, December 2012. �e !Voice will be publishing it in three 
parts.
2 Acting out - a technical term of psychology and psychiatry designating regressive behavior and inappropriate 
relational responses. It is used for aggressive behavior in which a subject reacts appropriately in some life situations, 
and inappropriately in the present one (translator's note).



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.

Initiative for RECOM

Reconciliation does not 
come only from outside, 
or from the Hague, but is 
a social ideal which 
ought to be advocated 
for, both individually and 
institutionally.



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.

30

Testimony: 
Neda Striber

!Members of 
the JNA Took 
Patients Away

THE VOICE OF VICTIMS

I saw Serbian paramilitary 
units in the hospital.

Initiative for RECOM



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Initiative for RECOM



Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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Tribunal and the courts in the region confirm through convicting judgments that crimes were 
committed against Serbs. If this is lacking, as in the cases of Gotovina and Haradinaj, both of which 
ended in acquittal,  it is “the end of reconciliation,” as the Serbian politicians say.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina the situation is very complex. In the Republika Srpska, the politicians and  
public share the opinions of the Serbian officials, except that, unlike Serbia, they institutionally deny the 

adjudicated facts concerning the genocide in Srebrenica. In that sense, from 
the perspective of the present government in the Republika Srpska, 
reconciliation would be possible only through a review of judicial 
proceedings, during which the fact that no genocide had been committed in 
Srebrenica would be established. In the Federation, on the other hand, 
victims’ associations believe that for reconciliation to be effective, it is 
important for Serbia to recognize its aggression against Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and its having committed the genocide in Srebrenica. �e 
politicians of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina are less radical than 
Bosniak victims’ associations and are considerably softer than the Serbian 

politicians (from Serbia). Hence, in their eyes, the acquittal of Perisic, Stanisic and Simatovic was not  
the end of reconciliation, but rather, an inherent threat to it.

�e Draft Strategy for Transitional Justice in Bosnia and Herzegovina3 provides for the establishment of 
an official Forum for Truth-Seeking, whose task would be to encourage “compatible narratives” about 
the past, based on a dialogue. According to the Draft, a different, dialogue-based view of the events that 
took place in the past opens the way for the reconciliation of the ethnically divided society of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina.

In Croatia, the veterans’ associations and the associations of victims’ families share the view that 
reconciliation is possible, provided that Serbia recognize its aggression, reveal the secrets of the graves 
of Croatian victims and prosecute the commanders of the former JNA.

In Montenegro, the public and the current government have the same attitude – that the recognition of 
the victims from the other side is essential for reconciliation. However, war crimes trials in that country 
seriously deviate from this position. �ere has been as yet no final judgment of any war crimes against  
victims of Croatian, Bosnian or Albanian nationality, which makes the mentioned political stance rather 
suspect.

In Kosovo, the Albanian public and the associations of Albanian victims are unanimous in their belief 
that a prerequisite for reconciliation is Serbia’s recognition of, and apology for, the war crimes against 
ethnic Albanians, as well as its handing over  the mortal remains of some 1,300 Albanians. At the 9th 
International Forum for Transitional Justice, held on May 17-18, 2013 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Kosovo participants expressed the view that, apart from the recognition of the victims from both sides, 
Serbia’s political recognition of Kosovo is also important for reconciliation.

In Macedonia, there are no war crimes trials. Victims’ associations and a small number of 
non-governmental organizations are willing to participate in the regional initiatives for reconciliation.

Natasa Kandic

For years after the war, the general public – and especially victims’ associations in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
– associated reconciliation with the South African process of forgiveness and amnesty for war criminals, 
which is why even the  word “reconciliation” used to be the source of negative attitudes. Two attempts to 
establish a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the first  in 1997, the 
second in 2005 – were met with resistance from civil society organizations, particularly  victims’ 
associations. In 2001, post-Milosevic Serbia established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in an 
attempt to convince the international community that a truth commission is a better path towards 
reconciliation than criminal justice. �e Commission stopped working after a year, without having 
performed a single activity. At that time, the ICTY was against the establishment of a reconciliation 
commission – either national or regional – and warned that a new commission could jeopardize the 
Tribunal’s investigations and mandate. Over time, the ICTY ceased to oppose the local reconciliation 
initiatives, welcoming them as a form of support to its efforts toward reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia. Jelena Subotic1 very accurately observes that, in the absence of  official local mechanisms in 
the field of restorative justice, the ICTY has expanded its mandate (which consisted of establishing the 
criminal responsibility of indictees), to become the main instrument of Transitional Justice. National 
prosecutors and judges, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, have supported the expansion 
of the functions and objectives of the Hague Tribunal for pragmatic reasons – it has made them look as 
though they were the local agents of justice for the victims, both of their own and of other ethnic 
communities. Hence, from the perspective of the Hague Tribunal,2 and of the governments and  public in 
the region of the former Yugoslavia,  war crimes trials represent the main mechanism for dealing with the 
past, with the greatest potential for reconciliation. Of course, this new vision of the criminal courts has 
contributed to a complete marginalization of the needs of victims and of  society for other types of justice.

How do we understand reconciliation?

In Serbia, at the official and social levels, the prevailing opinion is that all sides committed war crimes, 
and that the essential requirement for reconciliation is for all states to recognize their equal share of 
responsibility. Jelena Subotic correctly notes that Serbian politicians understand reconciliation as a 
barter:  they agree to try their own citizens (or to hand them over to the ICTY) only if the Hague 

In Slovenia there is strong civil society support for consideration of the question of the Erased within 
the context of regional fact-finding and truth-telling initiatives.

RECOM

While the support of the international community and civil society for war crimes trials is 
unquestionable, the Initiative for RECOM has managed to gather together a number of civil society 
organizations (1,950), and secure the support of 545,000 citizens for the idea that the facts about war 
crimes, victims and perpetrators should be established and publicly announced at the regional level. �e 
Initiative for RECOM is  most advanced in defining the ways and activities that contribute to 
reconciliation. It is an opinion generally accepted by the public and politicians that the public 
acknowledgment of victims constitutes the prerequisite for reconciliation in the region of the former 
Yugoslavia. �e RECOM Initiative has the potential to help the states in the region carry out this 
historic task, by documenting not only each individual victim who lost his/her life in the wars or 
through  circumstances directly linked with the war, but also the circumstances themselves in which 
these approximately 130,000 people lost their lives. Adjudicated facts relating to war crimes victims, 
perpetrators, and human losses in military actions, are of great importance for reconciliation, 
independently of the legal decisions and conclusions of the ICTY and the national courts.

�e author is a coordinator of the Initiative for RECOM, and a member of the Team of Advocates for 
RECOM

�e 9th International Forum for Transitional Justice, titled “Reconciliation in Post-Yugoslav 
Countries”, was hosted by the Coalition for RECOM on May 17 and 18, 2013, on Mount Jahorina, 
B&H. �e event gathered some 220 representatives of various civil society organizations, victims’ 
associations, religious and scientific communities, as well individual artists, journalists, etc. Over 
the course of the debate, each of them provided a unique perspective on the progress of 
post-conflict reconciliation. �e report is available for download at www.ZaREKOM.org: 

http://www.zarekom.org/news/Reconciliation-in-post-Yugoslav-countries-9th-International-For
um-for-Transitional-Justice-Report.en.html. 

On May 16, 2013, His Eminence Cardinal Vinko Puljić, the Archbishop of Vrhbosna, received a 
delegation of the RECOM Coalition comprised of RECOM’s regional coordinator Nataša 
Kandić, Nikola Knežević of the Center for the Study of Religion, Politics and Society, and 
theatre director Dino Mustafić.  Also taking part in the meeting was Vrhbosna’s Vicar-General, 
Monseigneur Luka Tunjić.

�e Coalition’s representatives briefed Cardinal Puljić on RECOM’s efforts to create a regional 
commission to establish the facts about all war crimes perpetrated in the Former Yugoslavia 
between 1991 and 2001.  �ey also informed him that the RECOM Coalition had successfully 
enlisted more than 1,800 civil society organizations and individuals from all post-Yugoslav states, 
including numerous associations of victims’ and missing persons’ families, war veterans’ 
associations, journalists, representatives of minority ethnic groups, human rights organizations, 
etc.  �ey expressed their confidence in the Coalition’s ability to demonstrate that all victims 
deserved to be acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect.

Cardinal Puljić stressed the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth, 
as well as the importance of adopting a set of healthy, humane principles, with the individual at 
their core.  He also emphasized that individual differences must never be allowed to justify or 
ignite conflict.  �e Cardinal described historical facts as an important aspect of the problem, 
noting that it would be difficult to work on reconciliation and trust-building without public 
acknowledgement of all the facts.  He pointed to the dangers of obsessing over ideology and 
mythology, as well as to the risks of promoting a syncretism which did not recognize individual 
differences.  Expressing gratitude for the visit, along with his general support for RECOM and its 
projects, His Eminence concluded: “Victims should not be ideologized, they should be respected”. 
(CPA/d.t.)

Cardinal Puljić  emphasizes the importance of forgiveness, trust and reconciliation founded on truth.

In the spirit of Ninth International Forum for Transitional Justice, which was held in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina last month, and dedicated to the theme of reconciliation in the former 
Yugoslavia, this issue of ! �e Voice of the Initiative for RECOM is devoted to the same 
subject. Academics, experts and columnists from the region and abroad write for !�e Voice.

�e absurdity of every war seems apparent only after the war has ended. Only after the passions 
have subsided, do we sit down, take a deep breath and realize that everything that happened was 
pointless. We remember and realize that there were other ways, other options, different from the 
shedding of blood, from the barbarity and mutual infliction of suffering on others. �is process of 

“remembering” and “understanding”  what happened, among other things, helps and facilitates art.

Two years ago, when I visited the Genocide Memorial Center in Kigali, Rwanda, with a desire to  
understand properly that whole history of bloodshed which left  millions of victims in its wake, I 
came to the point where I could no longer follow the facts. My perceptions dulled, I simply 
looked at the bones stacked like firewood, the pictures, the clothes and the other objects 
associated with  the victims. Against such a horrible scene, any other information, map or piece of 
writing about that genocide seemed irrelevant.

However, behind one’s “tourist gaze,” there lies the knowledge that in every war there are 
aggressors and victims – that much is clear. �is is confirmed by the pain that remains, the pain 
we bear like a cross on our back. �e pain of human losses, destruction, raped women, mutilated 
men and children.

On the second floor of the Kigali Genocide Memorial Center there is a 
whole section labelled “other genocides in the world.” Both Bosnia and 
Kosovo are located there. So many years after the war in Kosovo, it was 
there, in a small room on the second floor of the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial Center,  that I broke down and cried, surrounded by the 
horrific images of the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. My soul broke 
because of lost friends, lost family members and  people I knew, but 
also because of those I did not know. In that small room in Kigali, I sat 
down and wept bitterly because of these people who are no longer 
alive.

Art can serve as that “small room” in the midst of wars, conflicts and senseless hatred. A “small 
room” that should remind us of the past and at the same time raise our awareness of the future.

But this “nice story” about the role of art aside – it seems that a different story would be more 
appropriate for the wild Balkans. �e story of the slave owner who goes to the theater, and cries 
like a child when he sees this kind of cruelty inflicted on the black slaves. But despite this, on 
returning home, the slave owner beats up his own black slave who has failed to complete the work 
he has been ordered to do.

Immersed in ancient, deep-rooted hatreds, for the people from the Balkans art is like those “fairy 
tales about the king.”

In Belgrade in 2011, I was present for the rehearsals of the play �e Patriotic Hypermarket, a joint 
theatrical project of  Albanian and Serbian artists, co-produced by the Multimedia Production 
Center of Prishtina and  Culturanova from Novi Sad. After one scene, which was written by my 
colleague, a Serbian playwright – a scene  about the murder of a young Serb in Kosovo – I asked 
my Albanian friends: “So what do you think about this scene?” �eir answer was – “It hurts” and 
“�e situation of the scene is not credible.” �en, after a similar scene which I wrote and in which 
the victims were three Albanian boys, I again asked the Albanian actors: “So, what do you think?” 
And they of course said: “�is is okay, this is a very good scene, authentic.”

Of course, the Serbian actors had the same impression - but from “the other side,” as it were. 

In this region, art has always dealt with “the pain inflicted on us by others,” and only rarely had 
the courage to deal with  “the pain  inflicted on others by us.”

We had great concerns during the production of �e Patriotic Hypermarket. How to treat the 
war? What  compromise could be reached between two sides with completely opposite 
perspectives – Albanian and Serbian? What should theater document and what  shouldn’t it? And 
- what message are we sending to the audience through the play? �at wars are bad? �at the 
Serbs are to blame for the war in Kosovo? �at we should forget the past and turn to the future? 
Reconciliation?

�ese are all political and moral dilemmas one cannot escape in any politically engaged project, 
but especially in those that deal with the past, with war -  as in this case, the complex history of 
the relations between the Albanians and the Serbs.

We hate the doctor who is to operate on our injuries, even though we fully realize that he is 
actually helping us. We hate the doctor because the wound he opens hurts.

Artists who work on these regional collaborations, or whose works discuss these difficult topics – 
works such as �e Patriotic Hypermarket, are often subject to stigmatization and criticism. �is is 
because these artists are touching the wounds that hurt us, even though we are aware that this is 
the only way to cure the hatred that has accumulated in the throat.

�e author is a writer and former director of the Kosovo National �eatre

�e practitioners and theoreticians of Transitional Justice have debated for over two decades now 
whether truth and justice are compatible with reconciliation, and more practically which of the 
two – the truth commission or the trial  -- are better equipped to address the injustices of the 
past. �e proponents of truth commission argue that this relatively modern instrument is capable 
of strengthening civil society and providing restorative justice, “which is concerned not so much 
with punishment as with correcting imbalances, restoring broken relationships, with healing, 
harmony and reconciliation” (Elizabeth Kiss). Truth commissions have been praised for being 

moral and human rather than solely legal or instrumental. �us its proponents stress that it is not 
retributive but restorative justice that will help reconstruct a just society. Punishment alone for 
perpetrators, they say, hinders the achievement of restorative justice.

Critics of restorative justice argue that it is conceptually muddled and politically illegitimate. �ey 
say that the kinds of confrontations engendered by truth commissions only make societal 
tensions more palpable. �ey say that there is no better alternative to criminal trials, which 
establish the rule of law as the framework for rendering accountability for unspeakable conduct, 
for deterring future violations and for compiling a formal public record so that attempts to 
destroy groups of people cannot succeed in destroying their memory. 

Nevertheless, retributive justice, through the legal mechanism of its courts, deals most directly 
with perpetrators and not with victims. In court proceedings, victims serve primarily to prove the 
defendant’s criminal responsibility and not to give testimony so that their own suffering might be 
acknowledged. Furthermore, recognition of injustices inflicted on victims or the creation of a 
registry of victims and missing persons in the wars is not under the jurisdiction of any court. So, 
although trials help establish an authoritative version of a small number of the most heinous  
crimes, truth commissions aim to proclaim officially and  expose publically the truth directly 
affecting not only individual victims but society as a whole. 

***

In Serbia, institutions of retributive justice were employed to deal with the legacies of the past 
and, more specifically, to ascribe individual criminal responsibility to a relatively small number of 
members of the community, resulting in the myth of the innocence of the majority. While a 
number of perpetrators have been criminally charged in the international and domestic war 
crimes trials, the roles played by fellow travelers have largely been ignored. Law Professor Laurel 
Fletcher lucidly observes that "international criminal convictions single out and stigmatize the 
accused, normalizing the behavior of bystanders and potentially creating a false moral innocence 
for the unindicted and their bystander supporters.” While trials may indirectly influence the 
behavior of fellow travelers in transitional periods, they certainly do not explore them. 

�us, the moral predicament in Serbia that emerged in the transitional period as a result of the 
bystanders’ role in sustaining conditions for collective crime and the normalization and 
relativization of its legacies in the aftermath, is left largely unchallenged by court proceedings. 
Consequently, the norms which permitted the tolerance of the collective crime, which were and 
are in direct conflict with the guiding principles of equal respect, fairness, and human dignity, 
have become  further embedded into the cultural, political and social communal customs. As 
Philosophy Professor Robert Sparrow argues, “�e failure to respond appropriately in the 
knowledge of a wrong involves a failure to morally distance oneself from the wrong-doer which is 
not only itself morally culpable but also risks sharing the responsibility for the original crime”. 

�e bystander’s moral responsibility derives from the following moral predicament: due to their 
preference for ‘life as usual’, others have suffered at the hands of those who share our collective 
identity. Given that this inequality was established during the period of collective crime, when 
some people had rights which others did not have, which among other things meant that some 
people were authorized to deny the basic human rights of some other people, the task of the 
transitional community is to re-establish moral equality. Former rights-bearers (unlike those 
whose rights were denied and violated) thus have a duty in the transition to bring about this 
normative change.

I additionally hold that bystanders are causally responsible for the harms suffered by the 
community of victims during the period as well as in the aftermath of the mass crime; the loss of 
life, property, life chances, etc., are directly caused by perpetrators, while humiliation, fear, 
loneliness and abandonment are caused by the wrong moral attitudes and actions or failures to 
act of bystanders. More pointedly, in the last instance, it is the perpetrators who cause physical 
death, but it is the bystanders who participate in bringing about what Hannah Arendt, Georgio 
Agamben and Jean Amery have termed the “second moral collapse” or the “second great guilt.”  

Although in Serbia the criminal regime has been ousted, the criminal ideology has survived. �e 
morally and politically disruptive potential of the transition is tamed by fellow travelers who aim 
to amiably address the question of national identity and the role of the criminal past in the 
‘democratic’ present. In post-Milosevic Serbia, this amiable interpretation of collective identity is 
sustained by a guilt-free nationalism that synthesizes aspirations to retain Kosovo, “the cradle of 
Serbia,” with efforts to join the European Union. �e recent past is revised in reference to the 
hyper-production of myths about the nation’s historical development since the Middle Ages. �e 
recent past of mass crime is situated within the collective memory of the group as an inevitable 
response of the nation to the injustices suffered historically. �us, the primary task of the political 
elites in Serbia today is to historicize the criminal recent past, largely by tracing the already 
existing narratives of victimization pioneered by the old regime in its efforts to justify its criminal 
policies. �is speedy historization without reflection is an attempt at a relativization of 
accountability for mass crime. �e Habermasian “‘apologetic tendency” to depict the German 
nation as having been as much a victim as the Jewish people” (Peter Baldwin) may  safely be 
taken  as a blueprint for the process of national revisionism underway today in Serbia, with the 
tendency of Serbs to depict themselves as much the victims as the Bosnians, Croats, Albanians 
and other ‘others’.       

�e problem we are facing in the transitional period in Serbia reaches beyond the scope of legal 
accountability; it invites applying mechanisms of Transitional Justice designed to address political 
and moral responsibility - not for the sake of retribution, but for the sake of reaffirming the equal 
moral standing of each and every citizen regardless of their nationality, ethnicity or religion. Until 
then, we will continue to observe what we saw in Germany after WWII, and which is the 
predominant attitude in Serbia today -- the majority of 
citizens as well as the political elites coming to terms with 
their own losses and sufferings, but not with the dead bodies, 
mass graves, destroyed homes and entire towns of the 
“others,” nor with the survivors among them. In this 
abbreviated account of Serbia’s nationalist and expansionist 
politics of the 1990s, the Serbs were the victims, in much the 
same way that Germans thought of themselves in the 
immediate aftermath of the Holocaust.

***

�e first and most straightforward objective of a truth commission is the sanctioned fact-finding 
which breaks the silence surrounding widely known but unspoken truths and removes the 
possibility for continued denial. Truth commissions aim to formally acknowledge and recognize 
what has been denied in the past, so as to be able to establish a well-documented and 
agreed-upon historical account, a record which is much needed for the people of former 
Yugoslavia, whose truth-seeking has closely followed  ethnic division lines. Truth commissions 

are by design victim-centered institutions. �ey aim to generate authoritative historical accounts, 
issue recommendations for institutional change, and directly challenge the moral norms of 
yesteryear. �ey gather the testimony of victims, in the process acknowledging their suffering and 
affirming their dignity, and making their stories part of the historical record. �ese are the core 
elements of truth commissions and they address that aspect of the moral and political 
responsibility of the majority of citizens which trials, by their very nature, cannot impact directly. 

Some forty such truth commissions have been established 
world-wide since 1974, and this number will continue to grow. And 
this is right, because justice after mass violation of human rights 
demands restitution as well as retribution. �e point is, that the 160 
perpetrators convicted for genocide, war crimes and crimes against 
humanity in former Yugoslavia constitute a very small number of 
those who should be held accountable; the majority of perpetrators, 
collaborators and ideologues have not been affected, and the great 
majority of the supporters, sympathizers and fellow travelers of the 
criminal regime remain untouched by the court rulings. Truth 
commissions can address these weaknesses; they give priority to 
victims and their testimony, and they place victims’ suffering and 

dignity and the need for repair center stage. �ese victims’ testimonies have been largely absent 
from the transition in Serbia. �ese speech acts have the potential to interrupt once and for all 
the social contract of silence made in post-Milosevic Serbia, and to create the possibility for 
re-claiming moral responsibility, without which reconciliation is not possible.

�e author is lecturer on Transitional Justice at Georgetown University, USA and Senior Program 
Officer for Transitional Justice Freedom House

�e mailman delivers the new issue of  Svijetlo rijeci (�e Light of Words), a monthly journal of 
the Bosnian Franciscans. In the �e Light of Words, there is an article by Mile Babic titled “Lies 
about the Past.” A text about “our great Croats, Serbs and Bosniaks” who “deliberately lie and 
knowingly proclaim their criminals to be heroes and saints.” And who “propagate [their] lie by 
exaggerating the evil committed by others, the crimes of others against their own people.”

�e Light doesn’t sell at the news-stands in Croatia, neither does any other magazine from  
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the exception of a few dailies and weeklies, which 
can be found only during the summer season in some kiosks along the Makarska Riviera. �at 
said, at the Croatian news-stands you can always find  Kalibar (Caliber), “the best-selling and  
most specialized review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” 
about which its publisher, the Belgrade-based company Novosti A.D. (News), proudly claims to be 
“virtually the only source of information on these issues in the last ten years for  readers from the 
former Yugoslavia.”

Along with the new issue of Caliber, on whose cover page is posed “a  Sauer 1010 hunting rifle,” 
at the Croatian news-stands you can also find  VP (MH) – the Magazine of Military History, a 
monthly of the Zagreb company Vecernji list (Evening Gazette) Ltd., its June issue cover page 
being decorated by  images of the Ustasha officer Jura Francetic. �e masthead boasts an item  of 
information, adorned with epaulets, according to which “the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports, in its decision of September 27, 2011 (CLASS: 602-01/11-01/00227, REG. No: 
533-12-11-0005), has recommended the use of VP in history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia.”

Is anyone surprised that Croatian newspaper distributors import from Serbia a “specialized 
review of the issues concerning small arms, special forces, hunting equipment,” rather than  
Republika (Republic), which – unlike  Caliber – is the “magazine of civil self-liberation”? Does 
anyone ask himself which regulator, tasked with handling the newspaper market, has estimated 

that readers in Croatia are not interested in a magazine whose header, instead of firearms and 
special units, contains the following motto: “Against blind force, fear, hatred and violence”?

Is anyone surprised that  VP – the Magazine of Military History is the  best-selling monthly 
magazine in Croatia, as its publisher claims? If historical reading matter is so competitive on our 
news-stands, how come no one thought of launching a magazine about civilian history?

Is that just a logical consequence of our history education, which is full of wars and battles, 
generals and rulers, while peace is mentioned only with reference to the names of peace 
agreement signatories? Is this just a news market extension of the national-historical industry, in 
which there is no room for the history of everyday life, the historiography of life? Is this proof that 
Johnny Stulic was damn accurate when, instead of the word “peace,” he used the phrase “a 
respite between wars”?

Has anyone in the Ministry of Science, Education and de-sported Sports of the Republic of 
Croatia even heard of the monthly �e Light of Words? Has anyone ever thought of 
recommending the Light in teaching ethics or – God forbid – religious education in all primary 
and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia? Would such an idea, even if somebody 
happened to have it, be rejected with a practical explanation about its impracticality? And what 
would be impractical about it? �at �e Light of Words is published in Sarajevo? Why would that 
be more impractical than using Croatian textbooks in the schools in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
which are, according to the entrenched segregating and self-segregating models of education in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, attended by Croats?

Perhaps the problem lies in the language barrier? Or in the fear that the schoolchildren in Croatia 
would not even understand what  “the light of words” means, let alone what  is written in the 
magazine of such an incomprehensible name, so much so that the articles published in the 
Sarajevo monthly would perhaps necessitate some translation costs? Fearing that Croatian high 
school students would find it easier to read  Egyptian hieroglyphics than, for example, Mile 
Babic’s text, printed in the Latin alphabet, about “an ideology-driven way of thinking” which 
“imposes national interest on a member of a people as the highest value,” from which “it follows 
that it is more important to be a Croat, a Serb or a Bosniak than a human being?”

It is not a coincidence that even the responsible persons in the Ministry of Science, Education and 
Sports are slaves to the “ideology-driven way of thinking,” and so they find it acceptable to have 

“recommended” for “history education in all primary and 
secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia” a magazine 
that celebrates “the military successes of the Croatian 
knight” Juro Francetic and his Black Legion in the fighting 
on the Kozara mountain, while no mention is made of the 
mass crimes against civilians committed in this “worthy 
operation”?

Is it a coincidence that their goal is to use these militant 
and dehumanizing teaching contents to build and 
implement, as is required of them,  the liberal education of 
children in Croatia?

If the  people responsible in the Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports do not realize what they are actually doing by recommending  VP – the 
Magazine of Military History for use in history education, they are not capable of understanding 
the words of Mile Babic either: “Only those who are ready to face the truth of their past and 
constantly recognize what is true and what false in it, what is good and what evil, are capable of a 

better future, open to a new life that will be based on the 
true and the good, not on  lies and evil. Life in peace is 
based on the truth about the past. �ose who judge their 
past critically  are open to a new life in the future.”

�ose who attack students with the myths of the heroic 
past are not really trying to educate people, but rather are 
in the business of cultivating new cannon fodder, to be 
used – today or tomorrow, when the opportunity arises – 
to die in the service of the survival of old lies.

For them, reconciliation after the recent wars – which this 
text was intended to deal with – has already happened. 
�ey have it on the news-stands, where the Croatian 
Military History and the Serbian Caliber have been 

reconciled. And where there is no trace of �e Light of Words. When you arm your readers in 
such a way, you´ll be at peace: they’ll have the ammunition to fire at RECOM.

�e author is one of the founders of  Feral Tribune, and a columnist and writer from Croatia

                      

�e concept of reconciliation is often associated with religious language: all the religions of the 
world are anchored in reconciliation, that is to say,  in the idea of “ Love thy neighbour.” In other 
words, you cannot reconcile with the other unless you have forgiven her or him. �is means that 
reconciliation in the region as a whole depends on what each individual citizen can and ought to 
do…

If you look at the textbooks of religious instruction, expecting them to contain  lessons in 
reconciliation, you’ll be disappointed (Lidija Radulovic, 2012; Svenka Savic, 2010); if you expect 

this topic to be discussed in any other textbooks for elementary and high school education, you’ll 
also be disappointed; if you ask which university program discusses reconciliation in the region, it 
will be difficult to find a specific program (even when reconciliation is discussed, the instructive 
examples are taken from the European context, such as the relationship between France and 
Germany).

Reconciliation is part of the social system of values – something we must learn, live  and enjoy. 
We should enjoy the fact that we have forgiven others, shout loudly for all four corners of the 
world to hear us: I am happy, because I have forgiven others! �at’s a good reason in itself to take 
this other path – that of reconciliation.

What can I, as an individual, do here and now? I can organize a series of lectures in which we talk 
about reconciliation, and I can present positive examples of persons who do that well enough; I 
can propose an elective graduate course about reconciliation; I can transform the thoughts and 
actions of others through my own conception of reconciliation. �is is a strength and power no 
one can take away from me. Relying on our strength and on our power to teach others, we can 
move mountains…

When asked how I see reconciliation in the region when it comes to women and those who are 
not part of the majority, I say that I see it in the education system on all levels, in public discourse 
on the various ways in which those who are being reconciled can meet, because peace is the 
invaluable product of dynamic exchange…

Women have been contributing to the building, maintenance and development of peace 
throughout the centuries (hence the term peace-bringers). �e work of the Women in Black, for 
example, is a model of continuous and long-term peace-bringing, and as such is proof that 

women can build a different conception of reconciliation –  one based 
on understanding and listening to others, rather than on the affirmation 
of power. �ese women organize public protests against  war and for the 
preservation of peace: they organize seminars and other forms of 
gatherings attended by those on whom  war has inflicted pain, those 
who cry out for reconciliation. �e Women in Black know that, unless 
we do this, we will be the next victims! �ey are not alone where the 

vision of a world without violence is concerned: they are joined by  individual women with a 
vision to lead the world towards the preservation of society, and there are many of them in the 
region! �ey are the backbone of what the future will brings – a real form of reconciliation.

Women should be granted more responsibility in the process of reconciliation, because they 
promise and prove that such an approach could change the status quo.

�e author is  Professor Emeritus at the University of Novi Sad, a psycho-linguist and Founder of 
the Center for Gender Studies in Novi Sad.

When was the last time you visited Prokuplje? Prokuplje is unique because it is certainly the only 
place where you can find ten times as many law offices as you can find bakeries.

In one American dictionary, the meaning of the word “to conciliate” is explained as follows: “to 
work with opposing parties with the goal of bringing them to an agreement or reconciliation | to 
bring a disagreement with somebody to an end.” Is that a correct description of what is constantly 
being done in all those lawyers’ offices close to the administrative line with Kosovo? And is it 
always towards good ends that  all these disagreements are being brought?

Anywhere else in Europe, the visitor to such a lawyers’ ‘land of milk and honey’ would say: “Oh, 
people here seem to have a lot of disputes, but at least they are handing them over to  civilized 
institutions, such as those  representing  the law and the judiciary system“. Only a diehard 
pessimist would find a less comforting interpretation by declaring that these people  are obviously 
completely unable or unwilling to find extra-judicial ways of settling their disputes.

�e pessimist, therefore, touches on the limits of what the law and 
judiciary can contribute to re-conciliation. Because he knows that 
lawyers and judges can indeed come to a decision on each of those 
thousands of open cases in civil and criminal law which make the 
legacy of the 1990s; yet, in the end,  one of the conflicting parties in 
most of these cases will refuse to accept the decision as being righteous 
and just. And without such acceptance by both sides, a real settlement 

of the conflict is not achieved. �e conflict-fuelling  energy  will somehow or other persist.

When thinking about reconciliation, it is tempting to adopt Montesquieu’s well-known concept 
of the separation of powers in a democratic society and to wish to assign a particular task and role 
to each of these three powers, parliament, government and judiciary, in the process of 
reconciliation. By making this request, we are seeing  them as actors obliged to promote this 
process, with  society  sooner or later  following them and building a stronger or weaker 
consensus.

And, yes, parliaments, governments, prosecutors and courts do indeed  act -  but they act as 
institutions. As such, they are just instruments the society has decided to implement in order to 
establish an effective, balanced and democratic system of power. Only to a limited extent, and 
mainly in the judiciary system, can we expect the institutions to play a vanguard role for the 
society itself1.

In a democratic society, these institutions and the way they  act cannot exist  as a vanguard realm 
outside the political debates of the society. �e actions of the institutions  reflect rather the 

majority consensus which the society has developed regarding basic political 
questions. To trigger the process of consensus-building is the job of political 
parties, because they  offer the society different options regarding these questions 
– including the question whether and how a post-conflict society would like to 
reconcile with former enemies and deal with the legacy of the conflicts.

---

�e Serbian government returned home from Brussels bringing a 15-paragraph agreement 
arrived at with their colleagues in Kosovo. �e executive power had acted – within the narrow 
limits set by the Constitution (backed by the judiciary). For the main negotiator of Serbia, frankly 
speaking, these constitutional limits (”we will never recognize…”) are some kind of symbolic 
nonsense. �e second negotiator, since he is a patriot, remains quite happy with the Constitution, 
but… �e fifth negotiator kept silent all the time in Brussels and disagreed with the agreement 
after the delegation had returned home,withdrawing as head of the government’s Kosmet Office.  
However, negotiators numbers one and two not only reinstalled him - they conferred on  him the 
main responsibility  for the implementation of the agreement which he had refused to accept.

Is there anything more to say about whether this action of the executive power may have some 
vanguard impact on the society? �is is not the vanguard, this is the perfect mirror of the society 
itself and its inability to find a sustainable consensus. 

What is more, since negotiator number two, the patriot, has returned from Brussels, he makes 
clear in all his statements that he has never considered himself in the vanguard of Serbian society 
in terms of regional reconciliation. Instead, very painfully,  he did in Brussels  what had to be 
done and what could not be avoided. He is painting his image as a  messianic rather than a 
vanguard blueprint of a politician: as the one  who took on his shoulders the suffering of the 
Serbian nation, the leader  who drained to the dregs the cup that was not permitted to  pass from 
him.

�ere remain those who had to stay at home, as being “only” members of the legislative power 
“only”. Being  - even better - patriots as well, they knew long before that all this would be decided 
and signed under pressure, because Europe is humiliating and blackmailing Serbia. �ey can 
therefore  reduce their political role to defending the pride and honour of Serbia without ever 
having to say one word about whether or not – or if yes, how – they want to find a road to 
conciliate the still existing conflicts in the region.

Patriots do not need to be consequential. When it is about Kosovo, they advocate the question of 
territory - or the territorial integrity of the Serbian state. It is about 10887 km2 and their status - 
regardless of any demographic reality on the ground. Since 1913, the co-existence of Serbs and 
Albanians there had never been a friendly “cohabitation”. Finally, in 1999, nobody on either side 
could see the slightest chance of future cohabitation any more.

How can Serbia’s political intellectuals today imagine  dealing with the problem of Kosovo as if it 
were just about a piece of land, as if the (majority of) people living on this soil do not need to be 
taken into  consideration? How can they wave the paper of resolution 1244 as if it were a document 
of heavenly revelation, an unquestionable dogma of international politics codifying a territorial and 
legal status quo  now and forever, regardless of any social reality? How do they imagine any at least 
conciliated, if not re-conciliated regional future between Serbs and Albanians in the region? And if 
they do not think about ways of conciliation at all, how do they imagine a conflict-loaded future? As 
something to be managed by power, by force, by Serbian pride and honour?

From time to time,  Mr. Dodik from the other side of the Drina intervenes with his version of the  
international conspiracy against Serbia. But in the area of his patriotic governance things are once 
again very different: there, the patriots advocate the question of the nation, this time regardless of 
the territorial integrity of another state. Unlike in the conflict in Kosovo, the violence and 
atrocities committed in the Bosnian war in the 1990s had no such preliminary history of open  
conflict in the decades before. �e longer historical perspective even shows that Serbia – as long 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina was under Habsburg rule – was always deeply convinced of the 
unquestionable national / ethnic brotherhood with all the Slavs living west of the Drina river – all, 
including the Muslims.

Today Mr. Dodik shows up with a theory about the “impossibility of Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
state”. His theory does not tell us anything different from what has been the consensus on both 
sides regarding Kosovo since 1999: no co-existence within one state will be possible any more!

For Willy Brandt, as a serious patriot,  German unification had been a 
“coming together of what belongs together”. For  (less serious) Serbian 
patriots, the first question is, What cannot belong together? Serbs and 
Albanians, and  likewise Serbs and Bosniaks. In the first case, the 
Albanians are living on the wrong territory, in the second, the Serbs are 
living in the wrong state.

�e claim for Kosovar territory can only be based on a formalistic 
interpretation of international law (1244 ) or a narrative about the 

“Serbian Jerusalem” (see “symbolic nonsense” above). �e (tacit) claim for Republika Srpska, vice 
versa, can only be maintained against international law. �is is why it remains tacit or, better, 
disguised by Dodik’s “philosophy of history”, according to which it is up to history to make the 
impossibility of the common state evident.

Whether they fight with international law against history or with history against international 
law, they always disregard any social, human reality. And whatever way they argue, they avoid  
explaining to  us how they will develop any perspective for a  better future based on such a 
disregard.

�e author is Founder of the Central and Eastern European Online Library and former Director of 
the Heinrich Böll Foundation for South/East Europe 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Children born after the war in Kosovo have become victims of 
Serbia’s blocking of Kosovo’s participation in sports, economic development, freedom of 
movement and so forth. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations will not 
be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

Dealing with the past is not the only problem  Kosovo faces – another problem is  dealing with 
the present. Unlike other countries of the former Yugoslavia that were involved in wars with one 
another, Kosovo is in a much more difficult position. �e other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia have recognized each other’s independence, statehood and sovereignty, but this is not 
the case with Kosovo, although Kosovo was a member of the former federation. 

Kosovo and its citizens are victims of Serbia’s past relation to it, which culminated in a 
devastating war. But they remain the victims of today’s Serbia, the Serbia that refuses to recognize 
Kosovo’s independent existence. Consequently, the process of reconciliation of these two nations 
will not be complete unless what happened in the past is repaired and what is happening today is 
repaired. 

I advocate the idea of   the reconciliation of all peoples of the former Yugoslavia. I am deeply 
convinced that the sooner reconciliation takes place, the more likely it is that each country in  the 
whole region will  develop and achieve well-being, overcoming hatred and preventing new wars.

History has taught us that there is no conflict between nations and peoples that lasts forever. 
Regardless of the horrors and atrocities that were committed, regardless of who is more and who 
is less to blame, reconciliation has always happened in the end. But it has never happened without 

a process or simply by itself. Slowly but surely, the parties at war have in the end reached a 
consensus about a single truth – about who did what, as well as about which offences and 
reparations were to be ascribed to whom.

For the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia is the body that has determined the level of criminal responsibility for the war crimes 
and other human rights violations during the wars of the 1990s. Together with domestic courts in 
the region, – the goal has been to punish those responsible for the crimes - although how 
successful this endeavor has been remains an open question.

But, has the ICTY been sufficient to achieve reconciliation between the nations?

No! �e courts alone  cannot resolve the conflict unless the trials are followed by the political and 
social processes that enable the transition from the state of conflict to the state of peace-building 
and justice, the state known as transitional justice.

All citizens without exception who feel like victims of war should rest assured that their pain at 
least will be recognized.

For example, during these 14 years after the war, Kosovo and Serbia have entered several 
negotiation processes about the question of war victims, with particular emphasis on the missing 
persons, but none of them has been a success. �e failure of these efforts stems from the fact that 
neither side has recognized the other side’s victims, and that in the negotiations there has been no 
honesty and therefore no step forward in the relations between the two countries.

Kosovo Albanians have been fairly insistent on Serbia’s apologizing for the victims and for war 
damage, which has not happened. Belgrade officials have  done nothing in  this  regard, and to a 
large extent still refuse to recognize the crimes that were committed in Kosovo, as well as the 
extent of these crimes.

But as long as the victims remain unrecognized by all sides – by Pristina and Belgrade, as well as 
by  the other peoples of the former Yugoslavia – the process of normalization and reconciliation 
will be impossible. �e countries that emerged after the break-up of the former Yugoslavia have 
to find  a mechanism to enable the acceptance of independent data about all the events of the 
wars, by all injured parties. Only in this way can the process of mutual trust begin.

Naturally, reconciliation will not be achieved if each side continues to present only the number of 
its own victims while denying the others. �is is why the governments in the region must find a 
way to have the casualties and war damage recorded by an independent, reputable and 
professional institution which would be supported by Pristina and Belgrade alike.

�e good news is that the heads of states in the region have recently appointed their 
representatives to deal with the most serious initiative for victims to date, the RECOM Initiative, 
launched by the famous humanist Natasa Kandic. So far, some 1,800 non-governmental 
organizations, associations and individuals have joined the Regional Coalition. �ey have been 
calling for the establishment of an independent regional commission whose mandate would be to 
establish and publish the facts about the crimes and other violations of human rights, but also to 
contribute to resolving the fate of the missing persons in the period 1991-2001 in the former 
SFRJ.

Given that the “other side” is always in  possession of  information about the victims and missing 
persons, only a joint commission could give a more complete picture of what happened. �is 
would be a big step towards reconciliation and the future.

However, in the case of Kosovo one more step is required – a big political step. Non-recognition 
of the statehood of Kosovo by Serbia has furthered post-war discrimination and sacrificed  the 
population of Kosovo.

Regardless of the results of the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina so far, Belgrade officials 
are still blocking and increasing the isolation of the people of Kosovo. Children born after the war 
have become the victims of Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo, which jeopardizes the right of all 
citizens of Kosovo to live the normal lives the citizens of other countries live. Kosovo’s economic 
underdevelopment is partly a consequence of Belgrade’s official politics. Young athletes cannot 
take part in international competitions because Belgrade does not allow it – and the situation is 
similar in all walks of life. Serbia, which victimized the people of Kosovo in the past, has not 
shown the will for reconciliation with the past, but continues instead with its deceptions.

Lasting reconciliation between Serbia and Kosovo is possible, and there is no alternative to 
Serbia’s recognition of Kosovo’s independence. �e experience of the former Yugoslavia has 
taught us that the political recognition, acceptance of responsibility and mutual acknowledgment 
of pain are instrumental for successful reconciliation. Political recognition is one of its aspects; 
the other is a consensus on the truth about the war victims.

Hence, the path to reconciliation can only be achieved by walking on both feet – because walking 
on one is really only hobbling.

Author is the chief editor of the National Television of Kosovo, Koha Vision, and a public advocate 
of the RECOM Initiative

          

Part One

It is not a matter of numbers – it is a reality which is as obvious as it is  neglected: since the 
beginning of time, the number of victims of collective violence who have forgiven their 
tormentors is probably as small as the number of mass murderers brought to justice  for their 
crimes. Neither easy nor impossible, forgiveness is an exception in cases of mass violence. Much 
like justice itself, which, even when it manages to put an end to impunity, is  incapable of dealing 
with so many participants in the process. Rwanda and Bosnia are not exceptions to this rule, 
notwithstanding the number of trials. I apologize to those who seek  justice and forgiveness as the 
key elements in every politics of reconciliation. Neither justice nor forgiveness, as an intimate act 
between the victim and the offender, allow societies that have experienced collective violence to 
live together in full confidence again. At the same time, justice is not a  prerequisite sufficient for 
any reconciliation or forgiveness.

In the end, crimes against humanity and genocide are crimes such that they cannot be punished 
or forgiven. Instead, they become inscribed in indelible ink on the memory of the victims and the 
executioners. In two opposite ways. Hence the imperative  necessity to overcome the past - that 
is, to arrest its effects so as to break the endless mutual concatenation of collective acting-out2 
responses. �is is when we appeal to justice and to forgiveness, in an attempt to reconcile 
antagonistic memories, to overcome the irreparable, to get out of the impasse in which the 
creditors of a non-performing debt have holed themselves up, pushing their debtors ever further 
into an unacknowledged past. It is appropriate, therefore, to ask about the place and function of 
justice and forgiveness in the reconciliation process, and its impact on the memory of the violent 
past. For reconciliation is certainly a story about the memories that would need to be reconciled 
– a story, therefore, of the pages that ought to be turned, provided that we have indeed read 

them. We should read them so as to remember them, so that no one can forget them, because 
only this kind of reading helps us to understand the specific dynamics of violence and to 
penetrate into its mechanisms in order to discourage their recurrence. In the end, only this kind 
of reading enables comprehension and recognition of the atrocities committed and suffered. 
Recognition by the one who has been forgiven or by the judgment rendered in the court facilitates 
awareness, but not enough to encourage the whole society to recognize the reality of what 
happened. And yet, this is the only thing that can open the way for the re-establishment of the 
links between victims and executioners, and consequently their common thinking about the 
future. It is in this way that one should understand the limitations of justice and forgiveness, and 
hear the cry from the heart of Rithy Panh who, in his latest work on Cambodia, says that he 
believes in education more than in justice.3

Reconciliation Engineering 

Reconciliation is not the fruit of peace or justice, nor is it the result of their combination. It is not 
the fruit of forgiveness either, unless it is considered as the one particular dimension of 
reconciliation between the one who is forgiven and the one who forgives. At stake here, however, 
is the reconciliation of entire societies. Reconciliation is primarily a quest, a “horizon of 
expectations” anchored in the will. It constitutes the end of a long process full of ambushes, the 
aim of which is to provide, once again, a place for all – for the victims who no longer have it and 
for the executioners who  lost it when they sunk into absolute inhumanity, as well as for the 
groups they belong to. Such crimes begin when a government decides that some persons no 
longer have the right even to appear and be numbered among human beings or among the living, 
and when  massacre becomes established as official policy. �e concepts of reconciliation, which 
have been in full bloom since the 1990s almost everywhere in the world, all proceed from the 
principle that  the fall of a criminal regime or peace would end the massacres and, consequently, 
the injustices committed against the victims. �eir main concern, therefore, is to shed light on 
systemic violence and to restore the dignity of victims through public recognition of the atrocities 
they have suffered, while at the same time offering those who committed them an opportunity to 
acknowledge their mistakes. So, the motive is to drive the past into the past, while preserving the 
memory of it.

Common approaches to this are the judicial or the non-judicial, or a combination of the two, 
depending on the situation. When former oppressors and their elite have taken measures to 
secure impunity for themselves, when perpetrators of past crimes and their supporters have 
remained in power in the political, judicial, police or military institutions, making it difficult to 
carry out the prosecutions, or when evidence has been destroyed in order to prevent the truth 
about the responsibility of the state leadership from becoming known, it is through the 
extra-judicial approach, in the form of, for example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(in Uganda, South Africa, Argentina, El Salvador, Chile, East Timor, Guatemala, etc.)  that justice 
for the victims is sought. �e absence of retributive justice is often compensated for by the 
implementation of  so-called restorative or reparative justice. But with the development of 
international criminal law since the mid-1990s, amnesties and all other measures of impunity on 
the national level, since they are contrary to the law as regards such serious crimes, have become 
less frequent or do not abide long after the intrusion of repressive justice, whether it is urged on 
from within or from the outside (as in Chile or Guatemala, for example). A combined approach is 
most frequent today.

In contrast, engineering reconciliation is a flawed process when applied to situations that do not 
confirm its initial postulate – when the cessation of collective violence and the silencing of 
weapons are not enough to end yesterday’s wrongs, when the war is not over because it is being 
continued by other means. �ere are many such examples, however. Sometimes, the authorities 
of a country that used to be violent only pretend to be moving towards transition after the war, 
and are not really trying to put an end to the effects of the violence or to correct its consequences. 
In other words, they are trying, overtly or covertly, to perpetuate those consequences. In that 
case, the group close to the executioners is protected by those in power. But injustice can 
continue even when the group has changed, even when after the war the group to which the 
victims belong is running the country. �e group from which the former executioners come then 
becomes  the target of discrimination and harassment, which the authorities often depict as a 
preventive measure, intended to discourage the repetition of crimes (Rwanda, Kosovo). Despite 
the authorities’ evident lack of will for reconciliation, the same governing tools are used as for 
conflict resolution, the same concepts of reconciliation modeled on the same blueprint. However, 
we cannot reconcile with someone who still commits evil. �e evil must end in order for 
reconciliation to be considered. Reconciliation can only be reached when injustice ends, and 
when a whole society which has sunk into collective violence acknowledges the atrocities 
committed and suffered, and not the other way around. Relying on the fact that Time heals all 
wounds leads to nothing. It is the work of mourning  which, over time, heals wounds. However, a 
criminal act that continues into the present cannot be mourned, even if the means by which it is 
carried out are no longer as violent and cruel as they were before. And as for  Time, allegedly so 
healing - it is often nothing more than a secret weapon of the perpetrators and their successors 
for the final realization of the goals in whose name the mass violence was committed in the first 
place.

Mass Violence

Mass violence is almost never a result of a war. It is most frequently its goal. War is just the frame 
within which mass violence is rationalized -  that is to say,  justified and thus made acceptable in 
the eyes of those who commit or approve it. Mass violence is a non-legal framework, such as the 
one offered by a dictatorship in which armed conflict is not necessary for the implementation of 
state violence (Latin America). If we really want to use  management tools in a fruitful way for 
conflict resolution at a time when almost all the conflicts are internal, and almost all the victims 
civilians, it is necessary to take into account and detect alternative forms of mass violence which, 
disguised, extend their influence in  post-war periods. �e so-called frozen conflicts show that 
Time does not solve such disputes, since it only serves those societies that have abandoned 
themselves to criminal practices to make such practices more effective rather than to get rid of 
them. In the absence of the legislation and legal recognition of the criminal nature of the 
atrocities, the harm suffered during the violence not only continues to affect the body and the 
spirit of the victims, but continues to be nourished and maintained until the objectives, of which 
victims were and are the tools, are achieved. Hence, these conflicts are not really frozen conflicts. 
Only the fighting is frozen, but in everything else, they continue to be active, since the war 
continues by other means. Postponements of  their resolution to a later date certainly support 
that  resolution, but do not open any prospects for a compromise, since the time of latency does 
not freeze the situation, but, on the contrary, allows it to be perpetuated, finally separating the 
winner from the loser, and confirming the fait accompli. �e processes of reconciliation, in which 
justice is a key component, tend to correct the injustice and, accordingly, annul the legacy of mass 
violence. �ey thus ensure that the objectives which this violence served are not achieved. Every 
effort of reconciliation is therefore the worst enemy of all political homogenization, the aim of 
which is division, separation, and finally, the final exclusion of the groups that do not agree with 

the project. Peace is a prerequisite for reconciliation. Frozen conflicts delay peace and serve, in 
anticipation of resolution, as the stage for wars against reconciliation.

�e author is a journalist and a writer, author of Peace and Punishment (2007) and Milosevic, 
Diagonal of a Madman (1999).

 

Dr. Ivan Sarcevic is Professor of Pastoral �eology in the Franciscan School of �eology in 
Sarajevo, and for years has been a voice of reason coming from that esteemed institution. We 
spoke to him about reconciliation.

It has been 14 years since the wars in the former Yugoslavia. Have we moved forward since 
the last shot was fired? 
We have moved forward, of course, because there is no armed conflict anymore. We have not, 
however, come any closer to a factual characterization of the nature of our war and the other 
wars, nor has the final cost of the wars been estimated – the cost in terms of the victims, and the 
persecution, ethnic cleansing, genocide and massive demographic changes, as well as the moral 
and spiritual degradation. We have faced up to neither our own past, the past of our own 
collective, nor the shared past. Our generation is faced with this task. War ideologies, especially 
the one concerning the Greater Serbia, have not been defeated. Meanwhile, nationalism has been 
institutionalized, and is affecting nearly all institutions – from education, to political parties and 
religious structures.

France and Germany are often taken to be a reconciliation model for the Balkans. To what 
extent is this model applicable to the nations that have so much  history, culture, language 
in common...?

It is not applicable in terms of the causes of conflict and the wars, nor as regards a strategy 
designed to improve their relations, because our region is historically more complex, 
multinational, and marked by a profounder overlapping and mutual conditioning, particularly in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the model is quite applicable in terms of examples – France 
and Germany demonstrate that it is possible to establish a harmonious and non-conflictual 
relationship between former opposing sides, or even enemies, as long as the criminal regimes and 
their collaborators have been removed. Germany was defeated, and Germany was forced to 
accept and did accept the process of de-nazification. It confronted its own past and the Nazi 
regime, and gave up its own evil and surrendered its criminals. In our case, our own evils are the 
most important factors of our national identity, while the criminals are the heroes we worship.

After the acquittal of the Croatian generals, as well as of Momcilo Perisic, many said that the 
Tribunal has not contributed to reconciliation. To what extent does this position constitute 
avoiding one’s own personal responsibility for the things that should have but have not yet  
been done?

�e Hague Tribunal is an international court, and  an expression of various international 
relations, of international factors of power, to which our local politicians attach themselves. 
When it comes to reconciliation, I think we should be very careful in using that big word. �e way 
it is often used, it offends people, especially the victims. I also think that reconciliation is not the 
goal of the ICTY. It is a judicial body that helps to establish facts of criminal responsibility – i.e. 
war crimes – which is one of the prerequisites for some modicum of justice for the victims. 
However, retributive justice is only the minimum not only for reconciliation but for restorative 
justice as well. Hence, had the Tribunal been able to punish all the war criminals, and even 
determine all the facts,  a lot of effort would still have to be invested in reconciliation, as the final 
goal. Because, as things stand, in the future we will have problems with the facts, as much as with 

those truths which are already more or less  well-known. Will those facts and truths be a source 
of new revenge? �erefore, reconciliation does not come only from outside, or from the Hague, 
but is a social ideal which ought to be advocated for, both individually and institutionally.

In an article on the occasion of the publication of �e Bosnian Book of the Dead, you wrote 
that the unjust end to the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina does not exclude the possibility of 
its repetition in an even worse form. Do you believe that a destructive force still exists, or is 
it being accumulated for the future, for times just as bad, if not worse?

�e Dayton Peace Accord established a cease-fire but not a just peace. It has allowed the country 
to remain within its borders, externally; but it has also rewarded aggression, crimes and ethnic 
cleansing. Internally, it divided the country unfairly into two entities and a myriad small states, 
called cantons, which contain within themselves constitutive discrimination and the lasting 
germs of the conflict between the ethnic majority and the minorities. Today, in this alleged peace, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is unable to function as a democratic state, while in the future, given the 
development of wider, unfavourable regional or global constellations, it is of course possible that  
current or historical injustices, according to the old logic of revenge,  will be corrected through 
violence. �e present or the future generation will not want to fight – they are tired of wars. 
Internal sufferings, rage and frustration are only smouldering now. But later, precisely according 
to the logic not only of our past, but in general, trans-generational resentment will find a way to 
explode. I doubt that the Dayton structure can be democratized without deconstructing the 
Dayton Accord itself. In fact, the previous two agreements, the Treaty of Versailles and the Treaty 
of Yalta, did not endure two generations - and, as far as I know, they provided more justice to the 
victims of war than the Dayton Accord.

During the war, religious communities were all involved in propagating hatred. How do you 
see their impact and the importance of inter-religious dialogue?

�e goal during  the war was to conquer  territory and completely cleanse it of others. All means 
were used – from killing and camps, to rape and genocide.

Religious communities had a vital role in the war. More precisely, some religious leaders and 
officers were not in the service of God but in the service of His negation – they were followers of 
idolatry, ethnophyletism, and used hate speech, incitement to war, silence about crimes and 
criminals,  blessing  the criminals and the crimes to justify metaphysically  the theory that the 
“Lamb of God” and the “Heavenly People” can mount a defence against the “beast from the 
bottomless pit” only by war. Religion demonized ‘the other’. It sacralized the politics that 
deprived the other of dignity and humanity. When something like that happens, it is clear that at 
the heart of the sacred  the worst of evils has moved in: the belief that it is not a sin to kill the 
other because the other is not worth being called human. It is horrible when what is best – faith – 
gets perverted into its diabolical opposite.

What is the situation today?

�e religious communities have not yet mustered the strength to stand before God, and  church 
people have not repented, cleansed their own memory, carried out the process of de-nazification, 
or called for compensation. Many leaders talk about forgiveness with ease, about God’s great love, 
but are incapable of feeling guilty themselves. �ey erect temples and religious symbols not as 
God’s house and a sign of God’s mercy to people, but as a curse. National symbols would be more 

appropriate for such purposes than crosses and churches, which are the signs of God’s universal 
love for all people. How will they stand before the true God, at the End of Time, the Eschaton, 
beyond the grave – many priests don’t even think about it, nor do they preach about it, because 
they have reduced God and Christ to a territory, using �em as a fence to guard themselves 
against their neighbour. Our countries are geographical pens in which the local and national 
polytheistic gods of the powerful fight each other.

Yes, there is too much talk about religion, to some extent rightly. But let me make my answer 
short. �ere will be no peace in our region of the world until there is peace among religions and 
confessions. Religions have a great potential for creativity, critical prophecy and warning. �ey 
have the most powerful spiritual resources for the meaning of life; they also have the greatest of 
protective “secular” powers – if by that we mean that religion does not allow any  earthly creature 
to take God’s place.

Interreligious trust and respect create a favourable  climate for harmonious social relations, both 
politically and generally. If they do not wish to descend into the vulgar superstition of witchcraft, 
religious communities must finally stand before God, and observe that, in the eyes of God, ‘the 
other’ has a more privileged place than I do. And before one mingles with the crowd and enters 
an interreligious dialogue, it is important to realize that today there is much too much religion 
without God, that our countries are sick of nationalistic moliebens and screaming worshippers, 
that it is high time to dethrone the earthly deities - nations and ideologies, leaders and chiefs -  
and that instead of the Juggernauts in search of millions of children for sacrifice, we need to start 

believing in the Divine God, the God who seeks one sacrifice only: the 
control of one’s own violence, forgiveness for one’s  enemy, and for 
whom the greatest joy is human freedom, love and a community of 
difference.

What do you think of the Initiative for RECOM?

As far as I know, this is a valuable initiative that brings together a lot 
of different associations, organizations and individuals from the 
region, all of them researching into the facts of our war history. Unlike 

the ordinary practice of focusing on crime and criminals – and most frequently in their defense – 
this initiative aims give voice to the victims. I do not know whether the Initiative will be 
institutionalized at the official level in our countries, but I would certainly remain open to and 
continue to support all  initiatives that advocate a new culture of memory which presupposes 
subversive remembering, i.e. a confrontation with one’s own evil past, as well as the crossing of 
ethnic and religious boundaries. �at also means acknowledging the suffering of others, and in 
the final analysis  acknowledging the dignity of the other, accepting the other as an historical 
subject, rather than demonizing and degrading him to the level of neglect. I think that RECOM 
has the capacity to persuade the authorities in some countries to enact the laws which will verify 
the truth of the past and legally prevent the recurrence of crimes. 

Dejan Kozul

As a doctor at a Vukovar hospital, Neda Striber witnessed the organized removal of the wounded 
from hospital beds, some of whom were later found in a mass grave at Ovcara. In 1995, Neda 
Stiber testified before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia about the 
events that took place in November 1991. Below are excerpts of that testimony.

“In the last days of fighting [the conflict between the JNA and the Croatian Army in Vukovar in 
the second half of November, 1991] more and more people were congregating in the hospital [...]. 
As far as I could tell, on November 17 there were at least a thousand people in the hospital. Many 
soldiers who had fought in other parts of the city retreated to the hospital when those areas were 
captured. Since the fall of the rest of the city was inevitable, soldiers discarded their weapons and 
changed into civilian clothes. Many of them put on bandages and plaster in order to appear to 
have been wounded. [...]

In the afternoon of November 19, the first JNA soldiers arrived at the hospital and met with no 
resistance. At first, they only walked around the building, surveying the conditions under which 
we worked [...], it seemed they were really only trying to assess the situation.

In the night between November 19th and 20th, I was in my room along with other staff, which is 
why I know very little about what the JNA was doing at that time, although I know that many 
soldiers had arrived. Several people were taken from the hospital that night, but I do not know 
how that happened. [...] Early in the morning of November 20, I noticed that the JNA had 
compiled a list of all patients, but none of them were taken away. Shortly before 7 a.m., the Head 
Nurse Binazija Kolesar came to me, together with a JNA doctor. �ey had a list of my patients, 
and the doctor asked specifically about two of them – Josip Bradaric and Nikica Koljevic. I was 
asked to describe the extent of their injuries, which I did. [...] As this was happening, at around 7 
a.m. I was asked, along with other staff, to go to the Department of Surgery, to meet with Major 
[Veselin] Sljivancanin. We had all heard of him before, but this was the first time I became aware 
of his presence in the hospital. I do not know when he actually arrived.

At that meeting, Sljivancanin was in the company of a JNA physician, but did not introduce him 
by name, calling him a colleague. Sljivancanin lectured us about the war that had caused the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia, and said that we were now “liberated.” He told us also that we, the 
medical staff, have no reason to be worried, because we are only doing our duty. He spoke for 
about a half an hour, but none of us was paying attention. During that meeting, I happened to 
turn away for a moment and noticed that the JNA had begun to remove patients from their beds. 
It seemed as though they had been waiting for all the staff to be gathered at the meeting before 
they started taking the patients away. �ey laboured in haste in order to finish before we could 
intervene. On the way to that meeting, I noticed a group of twenty to thirty people being taken 

from the hospital, accompanied by members of the JNA. After the meeting with 
Sljivancanin had finally ended, I noticed that the situation in the hospital was 
completely chaotic. JNA members had become more aggressive as they took  
patients in all directions. �e staff was ordered to go to another meeting, with Dr. 
Ivankovic, Chief  Surgeon, who was Serbian. [...] �e meeting with Dr. Ivankovic 
was relatively short, and he basically told all of us that we have three options: to 
stay and work in the hospital, to go to Belgrade, or to go to Zagreb. After the 
meeting was over, we found that almost all the patients had been taken out of the 

hospital. Of the twenty-five (25) patients for whom I was responsible, only two remained. �ose 
were two female patients. [Striber read out a list of those of her patients who were taken away.]

After the meetings with Sljivancanin and Ivankovic, those of us who had decided to go to Zagreb 
had only half an hour to get our stuff ready and gather in the hospital. While we were there, I saw 
for the first time Serbian paramilitary units in the hospital. �ey were dressed in various 
uniforms, but some of them were wearing berets with the four [Cyrillic] “S” letters on them. 
Others wore cockades, while some had white feathers attached to their shoulders. We concluded 
that those were members of the White Eagles. After we had gathered near the entrance to the 
emergency room, we saw the paramilitaries enter the hospital. We waited for an hour or maybe 
more, before we were told to go toward the buses that were parked near the hospital in front of 
what used to be a court building. At that moment, the ambulance vehicles which were supposed 
to be used to transport the wounded and us to Zagreb, were still in the hospital. While we were 
out, we didn’t see the people who were taken away by the JNA. �ey must have been taken to the 
other side of the hospital.

Around noon, medical staff and their families, as well as some patients, entered the convoy that 
had formed in front of the court building. [...] �e whole convoy arrived in Zagreb on the 
morning of November 22.
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THE RECOM PROCESS

�e debate about the best way to  uncover the truth and for 
truth-telling about the past was launched in May 2006 at the 
First Regional Forum for Transitional Justice, organized by the 
Humanitarian Law Center (Serbia), the Research and Docu-
mentation Center (Bosnia and Herzegovina) and Documenta 
(Croatia). At the Forum, participants – representatives of NGOs 
and associations of missing persons and victims from the suc-
cessor countries of the former Yugoslavia – committed to a 
regional approach in the establishment of the facts about war 
crimes, arguing that the war had taken place in more than one 
country, and that in most cases victims and perpetrators did not 
reside in the same state.

�e Coalition for the founding of a Regional Commission for 
Establishing the Facts About War Crimes and Other Gross Vi-
olations of Human Rights Committed on the Territory of the 
Former Yugoslavia (RECOM) was constituted at the Fourth 
Regional Forum for Transitional Justice on October 28, 2008 
in Pristina/Prishtinë. Over the course of three years, through 
intensive consultations across the former Yugoslavia, with 
over 6,000 participants, the Initiative for RECOM prompted 
the most extensive social debate ever in this region. Based on 
the proposals, requests, needs and views of the participants 
in the consultative process, a Draft Statute was drawn up and 
presented to the public on March 26, 2011. It was then sub-
mitted, together with more than half a million  signatures in 
support of the process, to the highest state institutions of the 
countries in the region.

In October 2011, a regional team of Public Advocates for 
RECOM was established to press for the final stage of the 
RECOM Process. �e states in the region have been requested 
to institute an independent, inter-state regional commission 
for the establishment of the facts about all victims of war 
crimes and other serious human rights violations committed 
on the territory of the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 
2001. �e official position of the Coalition for RECOM is that 
RECOM’s main task should be to establish the facts about war 
crimes and to compile a list of all casualties, killed and miss-
ing persons and that the final decision on other objectives and 
tasks should be made by the governments of the region who 
will jointly establish RECOM.

�e main goal of !�e Voice is to provide information about the 
RECOM Process to the members of the Coalition for RECOM, 
to the many supporters of the Initiative and to all those inter-
ested in its development. In addition to this, !�e Voice focuses 
on the progress of transitional justice in the region. 

It is available in in Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian/Montenegrin, 
Albanian, English, Macedonian and Slovenian.
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