
 

Fraternité 

 Dragoljub Kunarac, Radomir Kovač, and Zoran Vuković are the worst kind of 

human beings. In the town of Foča (present day Republika Srpska, Bosnia and 

Hercegovina), these three men delighted in the mass rape of Bosnian women and girls. It 

is easy to call them monsters, and to applaud their imprisonments after the trial at the 

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. One witness, a victim, 

described “how they were first taken to a motel, Buk Bijela, then to the Foča high school 

and the Partizan hall, and from there to private apartments, where they were turned into 

slaves and sexually abused for months on end” (Drakulić 57). Tens of lives shattered. 

And do they show remorse? Not one. Indeed, they probably think themselves wronged by 

their twenty eight, twenty, and twelve year imprisonment sentences, for after all, under 

their logic the girls are still alive. The boys from Foča didn’t kill them like the countless 

other rapists, and they easily could have (Drakulić 53-60). 

Reading the crimes of Kunarac, Kovač, and Vuković makes me almost sick to my 

stomach. Let us take the example of Kovač, whose habit of child molestation makes him 

the epitome of the latent evil in men. His response to the mother of the twelve year old 

girl he raped was barely a warrant of recognition – he does not care that no one knows 

where the girl is now. Kovač sold her to a Montenegrin soldier for two hundred marks, 

and in his mind, she no longer concerns him. “Low-lives,” as one witness at The Hague 

described their pre-war conduct; these men are the easiest for us to deal with. Bumming 

around the small mountain town where they lived, their unbridled abuse of sudden power 

is despicable but not unlikely (Drakulić 51-56). We can ascribe their monstrous deeds, as 

Judge Florence Mumba, to their “criminal personalities” (Drakulić 55). Kunarac, Kovač, 



 

and Vuković are the type of monsters we can dissociate from ourselves as inhuman and 

uneducated – anomalies. But what happens when the man is only a monster for three 

weeks? 

 The case of Goran Jelisić is a strange one. Prior to 1992, Jelisić was first and 

foremost a fisherman. Quiet and shy, he led a simple, unremarkable life until his arrest 

for check fraud, which Drakulić characterizes this as an act of naïveté brought on by hard 

times. No matter the impetus, upon his release by the Republika Srpska, he volunteered 

for the police station at Brčko. Everything in Jelisić’s life before Brčko – his friends, his 

habits, his humanity – resumed after his fateful eighteen day tenure. Yet nothing was the 

same, for in less than three weeks, he personally shot and killed over one hundred 

Muslim prisoners (Drakulić 62-85).  

Jelisić killed spontaneously, eagerly, randomly. Witnesses, (perhaps it is best to 

call them survivors), from the Luka camp near Brčko where Jelisić killed so many 

describe his cruel, drugged eyes, and the harsh voice which meant almost certain death. 

He killed with enthusiasm, pleasure. Jelisić even established a routine. Killing was 

nothing to him, just a stimulant he took before his morning coffee. A stimulant built on 

the desperate pleadings of his victims as they lay prostrate with their heads over a grate, 

on the power he wielded, and on the fear he inspired with the merest flash of his eyes 

(Drakulić 77-79).  

The odd thing about Goran Jelisić is the astonishing lack of signs of his 

pathological nature before and after Brčko. He helped his friends, Muslim friends, escape 

the same fate he dealt out to scores of innocents, lending them money and helping them 

across the border into Serbia (Drakulić 74-75). This is where his classification as a 



 

monster becomes disturbing. How many seemingly normal, seemingly good people 

around us are capable of the atrocities he committed? In fact, Jelisić’s perversion is not as 

unique as we would like to assume. Philip Zimbardo’s 1971 Stanford Prison simulation 

experiment, for instance, had to be abandoned only a few days after it began, since the 

guards had become so sadistic with their instantaneous command over pain (Drakulić 

191). The obvious conclusion frightens me. Can it be that we are all susceptible to such a 

hideous transformation? Why then does violent anarchy not erupt across the globe? We 

suppress this propensity within ourselves, but they maybe unleashed, as Zimbardo’s 

experiment demonstrates. Its emergence in such prevalence in Serbia and in Nazi 

Germany fifty years prior suggests that the key which unlocks brutality on these massive 

scales is the ideology of nationalism. 

Milošević capitalized on the systemic dehumanization of the Muslims, and to a 

lesser extent the Croats to fuel his own quest for power. The employment of racial theory, 

social Darwinism, and eugenics was nothing new and certainly not unique to the former 

Yugoslavia. Nationalist overtones are the quickest, easiest way to power, and when 

hidden as a science their power is undeniable. Biljana Plavšić, for instance, was a 

professor of biology prior to the war. Dobrica Ćosić’s theories did not offend her 

scientific sense of rationality, but instead elicited characterizations of the Bosnian 

Muslims as a “genetic mistake on the Serbian body,” and the genocide as a “natural 

phenomenon” (Drakulić 180). Maybe science became irrelevant once she assumed the 

vice-presidency of the Republika Srpska. The thirst for power truly blinded her.  

The effect of nationalist rhetoric manifested slowly in the former Yugoslavia. 

Little things like failing to greet a Muslim neighbor seemed innocuous, but lead slowly 



 

but surely to the fully fledged paranoia and hatred which makes genocide possible. The 

world has a lot to learn from the recent Balkan conflict, but we are learning the wrong 

lesson. We see that France and the Netherlands took their cue from the former 

Yugoslavia, making their requirements for citizenship increasingly stringent, purging 

their language of all “foreign” words, weighing deportation as a solution to social unrest. 

Even the self-styled bastion of equality and freedom, of rights both civil and human, is 

treading dangerous waters. Here at home in the United States, our small concessions for 

the sake of “security” are incredibly appalling, especially in light of the “terrorist threat” 

against which they ostensibly protect. Perhaps the comparison is inappropriate, but it is 

certainly not unfounded. 

“Patriotism” is but the newest guise of nationalism, bringing the revanchist 

inclusivism of Vuk Stefanović Karadžić into unholy matrimony with the intolerant 

ideology of Ćosić. The present administration understands the appeal of “patriotic” fervor 

to our basest instincts. The use of the word “crusade” to characterize the war in Iraq is but 

an example of the rhetoric consistently employed, denigrating the Muslims as “others.” In 

this way, they are dehumanized, particularly with the constant association with 

“terrorists,” both in the government as well as in the media. Keeping the nation in a 

constant state of fear with the color coded threat levels; it was an easy step to introduce 

“random” security checks. Of course no one is ordered to racially profile, but just as with 

the Bosnian Serb inclination to rape Muslim women, the propensity, and the tacit support, 

is there. With the force of ten more years of indoctrination, the ten years of breeding 

which produced Nazi anti-Semitism and the Serbian ideology, even those who disagree 

will succumb. 



 

Differences insinuated by the top brass filtered inexorably into the general 

consciousness of all Bosnians. By the spring of 1991, on the eve of war, people began 

accepting arms. Mišo, a Bosnian Serb, attributed the mass acquisitions to a predominance 

of fear in Sarajevo. He spoke of how members of the Serb Democratic Party (SDS) 

constantly fired their newly acquired arms to feel strong and safe in an eighty percent 

Muslim population. Another Serb, Boris, took an AK upon provocation from equally 

frightened Muslims who had also begun to brandish weapons (Judah 194-195). He 

described the hypocrisy of the situation: “We all said publicly that we wanted a mixed 

Bosnia and that we would defend it, but privately…” (Judah 195). Fears of the dangers 

posed by those around made those fears real. By 1992, even the dissenters gave in to the 

inner voice of fear, and it was this defeatism, this easier path of acceptance that made the 

situation in Kozarac the norm: fifteen kilometers of destroyed homes, Muslim men killed 

or thrown in concentration camps, and scores women and children queuing up for 

expulsion papers (Judah 204). 

In response to this paranoia, Radislav Krstić ordered the killing of men and boys 

in Srebrenica. At his trial in The Hague, however, he asserted his love for multi-ethnic 

Sarajevo, and his only way of dealing with the crimes he oversaw was denial. In the face 

of overwhelming evidence, Krstić tried to salvage his conscience, and by his deceit, 

betrayed himself most of all. Rather than monstrous, his weakness is almost painfully 

human. His participation in the Srebrenica massacre warns us all of the potency of 

nationalism: although Krstić spoke of the “spirit of unity” in Sarajevo with great 

nostalgia, and yet it was he who directly supervised the genocide (Drakulić 88-105).  



 

The denial of involvement is reminiscent of Catholic parish priest Don Rajko 

Marković’s treatment of his complicity in the Stolac atrocities. Krstić claims to have been 

in Žepa during the killings, Marković claims to have been in Hrasno, and therefore 

innocent, unknowing. These paltry defenses fail to convince: Hrasno and Žepa are close 

enough to Stolac and Srebrenica that the activities leading up to the ethnic cleansings 

would have been impossible not to notice. Furthermore, both protests ring hollow when 

confronted with photographic and auditory evidence (Drakulić 99; Medar 5). The 

correlation with Marković provides us with some insight to the “logic” which fueled the 

actions of both men. The priest validates his destruction of the Stolac mosques with 

references to historical precedence – actually exaggerations and falsehoods on the nature 

of the reign of Sultan Selim I (Medar 6-8). His perversion of history and the mental 

removal of five century gap to validate the atrocities are mirrored again in the Serbian 

case. 

Prince Lazar and the Battle of Kosovo figured prominently in the nationalist 

design for Greater Serbia (Figure I). The brilliance of the myth is its explanation for the 

Serbian peoples many defeats, turning a disastrous battle into a great victory. On the eve 

of the pivotal battle with the Turks in 1389, or so the story goes, Prince Lazar was 

presented with a choice by Saint Elias’s messenger:  

Oh, Tsar Lazar, of honorable descent, 

which kingdom will you choose? 

Do you prefer the heavenly kingdom, 

Or do you prefer the earthly kingdom? (Anzulovic 11-12)  



 

Lazar chose heaven, and thus, centuries after the kingdom of Serbia fell to the Turks, the 

Serbian people clung to the martyrdom of Prince Lazar, seeing themselves as a celestial, 

chosen people. Sadly, the character of the legend attained a militant character, as the 

strange combination of church, state, and nation known as Saint-Savaism (Svetosavlje) 

and the brutally violent dispositions of the saints themselves permeated the legend with 

an overtone of violent revenge. The glorification (and occasional canonization) of Prince 

Marko and Miloš Obilić attests to a hatred of the Turks and an occidentophobia kept alive 

through song and poetry. Marko intolerantly murdered the Moorish girl who freed him. 

Obilić assassinated the Sultan with a ruse to gain entrance (Anzulovic 13-67). Their 

actions clash with Christian morals, substituting a disturbing Machiavellian practicality: 

so long as a Turk dies, all is forgiven.  

Milošević and his government took the wrong lesson from this parable, and their 

failure to establish a kingdom on earth is appropriate, given their disdain for the kingdom 

of heaven. Building their popularity on the foundations of this myth, they managed to 

stress the militant strains. Milošević timed his assumption of the presidency to coincide 

with the six hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo and hinted at the resurrection 

of Serbia as a great military power. He claimed that things were the same as they had 

been six hundred years ago, and indeed, in less than a decade he managed to close the 

gap (Judah 164). Serbs found justification for killing by calling the Muslims “Turks”. 

The extent to which history was so utterly erased was illustrated irrefutably by the 

television address of General Ratko Mladić after Srebrenica. “I give this town to the 

Serbian people as a gift for Saint Vitus Day. We finally took revenge on the Turks 

(Drakulić 167)!” 



 

There is some irony in how keenly we perceive the faults of other countries while 

refusing to see the dangers brewing within our own. We write volumes on the foolishly 

destructive idiocy of Milošević, Tudjman, and Izetbegovic. We adroitly follow the 

successes and failures of Le Pen and the late Fortuyn: their distasteful right-wing 

fanaticism, the frightening portends of their enormous popularity. Despite our perception, 

our wariness, we carefully ignore the tips of our own noses, as our president gives 

speeches about the “axis of evil.” Clearly the man is inciting historical prejudices in us. Is 

our president trying to close the fifty year gap in history, and brand Koreans, Iranians, 

and Iraqis with the imagery associated with the Germans, Italians, and Japanese? If so, he 

has learned well from the Serbs. 

I wish my fears were ungrounded, that I am paranoid and Americans are unaware 

of the similarities. A few nights ago, however, I stumbled upon an article that dispelled 

my faintest hopes. Geoff Metcalf writes in The Tocquevillian: 

Like the soldiers of prince Lazar six hundred years ago, and like the framers who 

gifted us with the republic, it is time to commit "with a firm reliance on the 

protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our 

Fortunes, and our sacred Honor." It is necessary to defeat the enemy intent on 

converting or killing us. That cannot and will not be done with 'summits', 

compromise, appeasement, or compromise. (1) 

Blatant rewritings of history and islamophobic characterizations are the norm in 

Metcalf’s short article. He is not alone. The conservative leaders in our nation are 

beginning to show signs of a perilous demagoguery, inciting their constituency into an 



 

“anti-Mohammedan” fervor, and it only remains to be seen whether Americans resist 

what the Germans and Serbs could not.  

 We began with the most monstrous war criminals, and we end with the most 

human. Dražen Erdemović was a member of a firing squad at the Branjevo collective 

farm on the outskirts of Srebrenica. He killed seventy people by his own admission. He 

shot to kill. Yet Erdemović killed the Muslim men and boys to save his own life, for 

when protested the atrocities, his commander gave him the choice to kill or be killed. Had 

he shot between prisoners he would have been discovered, and he would have prolonged 

the victim’s agony, and so he shot straight and true. He was sickened by the killing, 

extremely remorseful, and psychologically wrecked (Drakulić 106-120). In my mind 

Erdemović is more a victim than a war criminal, and yet he was sentenced to ten years 

imprisonment, commuted to five after an appeal. I wonder if he should have served time 

at all.  

 The question of self-preservation casts any event in a different light. Dražen 

Erdemović faced the choice between his conscience and his livelihood, and he chose his 

life. Can we as bystanders condemn him for his choice? Never could we understand the 

extreme duress which prompted his submission lest we stood in his place; I don’t feel I 

have the right to judge him. What would we do? As much as we would like to profess our 

unquestioning forfeit of our own lives, the answer is not so simple. The threat to one’s 

own life is the main answer for the atrocities in Bosnia, whipped up to paranoia by the 

politicians in Belgrade. Such an answer is frightening. When I think of my smiling 

landlady, with her broken English, kindly insisting on doing my laundry at no charge; 

when I think of the waitresses and cashiers who indulged my stumbling attempts at 



 

speaking Croatian; when I think of my classmates, my neighbors, my teachers – I have to 

wonder. What, indeed, are they capable of? 

 Here in the West, we should not look so reprovingly at the Serbians without first 

considering the troubles in our own lands. The trends breeding in our backyards are 

equally frightening, and we must avoid throwing the label of “genocidal lunatics” at the 

Serbs, as my older brother did a few days ago. Distancing ourselves removes any chance 

of salvation for the situation at home. I think of the generation of Serb youth, who suffer 

unjustly for this prejudice, and I hear their cry for acceptance. 

 In the Tate Modern Museum, in London, there is a work of contemporary art 

entitled Young Serbs by Phil Collins (Figure II). In the series of photographs, we see the 

faces of five of his Serbian friends through blades of grass, relaxed yet able to convey the 

disillusionment with the recent establishment of democracy. He explained: 

I wanted create an intimate situation (for when else do we see someone lying 

down?) because intimacy, I was figuring, was one of those values denied by 

reportage. Ambivalence. Tenderness. Accusations. Invitations ... I wanted you to 

fall in love with them (Sladen 1).”  

Yet when I saw the photos in the Tate Modern, after reading the title and before reading 

the caption, their portrayals communicated a different poignancy to me. We are all the 

same, I thought, Serb, Muslim, Croat, French, Dutch, and American, and perhaps we will 

only understand our equality when we see the sons and daughters of all nations sprawled 

upon the grass, in the same poses as the seven thousand men and boys murdered at 

Srebrenica. 



 

 

 
Fig I. 19th Century depiction of Prince Lazar, renouncing the worldly kingdoms



 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Fig II. Young Serbs (Phil Collins 2001 – housed at the Tate Modern Museum in London, 

England); counterclockwise from top left: Bojan, Milan, Vesna, Caca, Siniša 
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