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Dear Reader,
“The price of Europeanising the Balkans is much higher than the price of the 

Balkanisation of Europe,” claims Zagreb-based writer Miljenko Jergović in the open-
ing essay to this issue. This poignant statement calls for wide attention, especially 
of those who hold dear the idea of a united and expanding Europe. It points to the 
immense pressure that has been emerging within the region of the Western Balkans 
and which could have an effect on Europe as a whole. This also inclines that a bet-
ter understanding of the Balkans is a prerequisite for a better understanding of the 
developments on the entire European continent. 

This fact has been true before, although not always – as our authors point out – 
taken seriously. Thus, it is worthwhile reading the essay by Adam Balcer, who ar-
gues that since antiquity the region of the Western Balkans has been at the core of 
westernisation. It was the place where great powers battled for infl uence and where 
world wars erupted. In the 21st century a new scenario, with some similarities of 
the past, may be unfolding. 

Throughout the whole issue, our authors, who are either based in the region 
or avid readers of its developments, point out to some alarming trends that the 
power games may indeed be returning. Such is the case of Turkey as described 
by Tomasz Targański who highlights the rise of Neo-Ottomanism. Russian infl u-
ence is also felt in the region as Kenneth Morrison and Jelena Milić argue in their 
respective essays. Equally worrisome is the issue of Islamic extremism that is 
reported by Tatyana Dronzina and Sulejman Muça to be seeking a foothold in 
Europe via the Balkans. 

Despite these and other developments the West has proved wrong in some de-
cisions that were made in regards to the Balkans. The most striking example of a 
fl awed policy implementation is depicted by Christopher Bennet as he shows how 
the Dayton Peace Agreement has turned Bosnia and Herzegovina into Europe’s 
longest frozen confl ict, with little desire for improving the status quo.

We hope that this double issue will make for thought-provoking reading for your 
summer months and that you continue stay in touch with us online and via social media.

The Editors
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Opinion & Analysis

Is Europe losing the Balkans?
M I L J E N K O  J E R G O V IĆ

Th e price of Europeanising the Balkans today is probably 
higher than it was  years ago – when a golden 

opportunity to bring stability to the region was missed. 
But it still remains incomparably cheaper than the price 
to be paid in the event of the Balkanisation of Europe.

When the Turkish president gave his daughter away in May last year, the wed-

ding guests included high-ranking politicians, government ministers and members 

of the Turkish general staff . A signifi cant international trio was also in attendance: 

the Albanian and Pakistani prime ministers, Edi Rama and Nawaz Sharif, and 

the Bošnjak* leader and member of the presidency of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bakir 

Izetbegović.

A combination of Islamic ritual and secular spectacle, the ceremony was very 

much in keeping with the general nature of the Recep Tayyip Erdoğan regime. Th e 

bride was wearing a hijab, but also the kind of wedding dress that was not exactly 

typical for Muslim women and might have been more in keeping with the nup-

tials of a European princess. Th e reception included a short fi lm revealing the fair 

Sumeyye’s (Erdoğan’s daughter) private preoccupations, what she had looked like 

as a child and what she was interested in as a teenager. 

Sharif is a key supporter of Erdoğan’s drive to position himself as leader of the 

world’s Muslims, a modern-day Caliph who would combine the authority of an 

American president with that of the Pope of Rome. Rama’s worldview, however, is 

a long way from Erdoğan’s and his understanding of parliamentary democracy is 

signifi cantly diff erent. Yet they both share the same pragmatic interests. Turkey is 

*  Th e term Bošnjak here is designated for the Bosnian Muslim ethnicity which makes up one of 

three main ethnicities of Bosnia and Herzegovina (along with Serbs and Croats).
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keen to present itself as Albania’s defender in the Balkans – a fact that the Albanian 

premier is only too eager to exploit. And if the Sarajevo media are to be believed, 

Izetbegović attended the wedding as Erdoğan’s personal friend. As Erdoğan himself 

describes it, Izetbegović’s father, Alija Izetbegović, made a deathbed promise in 

which he entrusted Bosnia and Herzegovina to Turkey’s guardianship. 

Th is legacy is a frequent topic of discussion in Sarajevo, although usually with 

scant regard for the fact that Bosnia and Herzegovina is a country of three nations 

and three faiths, and that it would be hard to fi nd anyone among the other two na-

tions who would accept Turkey as a guardian. But then such lack of consideration 

for one’s neighbours is hardly a characteristic of the Bošnjaks alone. In BiH, it is 

something of a national imperative.

Patron saints

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan is by far the most popular politician among Bošnjaks. 

And, apparently, this is not something that bothers Izetbegović. Th e popularity of 

the Turkish leader, on the contrary, bolsters Izetbegović’s own position and provides 

the Bošnjaks with a powerful moral backing in any argument with their Serbian 

and Croatian neighbours. Bošnjaks feel protected by the favour of the Sultan on 

the Bosphorus and are ready to follow him with an ardour similar to that of his 

Turkish adherents. When Erdoğan calls the Dutch and Germans fascists and Nazis, 

he enjoys the tacit support of the Bošnjak political elite, and the open support of 

both the popular masses and a large section of the Sarajevo media. When Erdoğan 

accuses the Dutch of having organised the Srebrenica massacre with the ultimate 

intention of exterminating all European Muslims, 

Izetbegović stays silent, allowing the Turkish leader 

to coolly exploit the victims of a nation other than his 

own, as if they were his own property, or a recently 

raised bank loan.

A parallel status is enjoyed by Russian President 

Vladimir Putin among the Serbs of the Republika 

Srpska (the predominantly Serbian entity that, along 

with the Bošnjak-Croatian Federation, makes up Bos-

nia and Herzegovina). Republika Srpska’s president 

Milorad Dodik heads off  to Moscow to secure pro-

tection for his semi-secessionist referendum and when the US State Department 

imposes (albeit symbolic) sanctions, Russian emissaries arrive in Dodik’s capital 

Banja Luka to stiff en his resolve.

Th e Belgrade authorities 
have for years been 

following a policy of 
equidistance between 
Brussels and Moscow.
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Hardly a day goes by without the media in both Republika Srpska and Serbia 

proper reporting on the return of Russian infl uence in the Balkans and Central Eu-

rope. A certain pluralism of opinion still exists in Belgrade, where Putin’s followers 

have to constantly argue their case with those of a more pro-European perspective. 

However no such nuances of opinion exist in Banja Luka. For the Serbs of Republika 

Srpska, Putin is a demigod, a status rather similar to that enjoyed by Erdoğan among 

the Bošnjaks. It is just a shame that Putin does not currently have a daughter to give 

away – otherwise he could invite his Serbian-Orthodox friends to the wedding. 

Th e Belgrade authorities, embodied by the increasingly well-entrenched former 

prime minister and now president, Aleksandar Vučić, have for years been follow-

ing a policy of equidistance between Brussels and Moscow. On the one hand they 

declare their determination to join the European Union as quickly as possible, 

while on the other hand they insist on brotherly relations with Russia. (Th e fact 

that everything in the Balkans is reduced to the level of familial metaphors is an 

interesting subject in itself: for Bosnian Muslims, Turkey is a mother; for Bosnian 

Serbs, Orthodox Russia is a mother; and in Serbia itself, Russia is a brother.) It is 

a balancing act that seems to imitate the foreign policy of Tito’s Yugoslavia, a state 

that was always at its strongest when steering mid-way between Washington and 

Moscow. Th e aim of such a policy is clear: to get as much out of both sides as pos-

sible; to use brotherhood with Russia as a way of blackmailing Europe; and close-

ness with Europe as a way of blackmailing the Russians. 

Easy prey

However that is a dangerous policy to overplay. Not only because a brotherly 

embrace can sometimes lead to cracked ribs, but also because it stokes national 

sentiments that are diffi  cult to control. Ordinary citizens, devastated and demoral-

ised for decades by poverty, nationalism, clericalism and populist politics, are easy 

prey for Putin and Erdoğan. When people are desperate, dictators prove more at-

tractive than democrats – especially in the Balkans, where people have spent most 

of the last  years being disappointed by the politicians that orderly democratic 

procedure has burdened them with.

Th is is something that all the peoples of former Yugoslavia increasingly have 

in common (with the possible exception of Slovenia, which in this respect ceased 

to be a member of the region a long time ago): a deepening hostility towards both 

democracy and European ideals. 

Th e attitude towards Europe is particularly striking. In a recent public opinion 

survey, for instance, citizens of Serbia were asked whether they would prefer to be 
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part of the EU or the Eurasian community led by Moscow. A worryingly large number 

chose the latter. Yet when they were asked which way of life they would prefer – that 

of Moscow or Brussels – even those who positively viewed Eurasia, admitted that they 

would prefer Brussels. One can assume that people in Sarajevo would give similar 

answers if they were asked to choose between Erdoğan and Jean-Claude Juncker.

What happens, then, when Putin and 

Erdoğan, so recently at the brink of war with 

each other, suddenly appear to be the best of 

friends? One answer to this question emerged 

just after the recent initiative of several Bošnjak 

politicians, members of left-wing parties who 

had, until recently, declared themselves as multi-

ethnic. Led by Emir Suljagić, who managed to 

escape the Srebrenica massacre due to his sta-

tus as a UN translator, the group called for an 

improvement in relations between Sarajevo and Belgrade – a rapprochement that 

would take place against the background of current goodwill between Russia and 

Turkey. Th e declared aim of these closer relations would be the exclusion of Croatia 

from any discussion about Bosnia and Herzegovina’s future and the erosion of the 

right of Croats to be considered a constituent nation of BiH. Th e current triplistic 

Bosnia and Herzegovina would be thus replaced by a dualistic Serbian-Bošnjak one. 

Th e initiators of this plan justify the initiative by pointing to the supposed 

pro-Ustaše, pro-fascist nature of offi  cial Croatian policy (indeed any Croatian 

policy) and the fact that Croatia is already waging a “hybrid war” against Bosnia 

and Herzegovina. Th is war – the precise details of which are never revealed – is 

being carried out with the help of Europe and Brussels who, they insist, “betrayed 

Bosnia and the Bošnjaks” and are working for their destruction. Indeed the radi-

cal nationalism of the Bošnjak left is proving itself to be signifi cantly more radical 

than that of Izetbegović. Th eir contempt for Europe is strong. Th is attitude, to be 

sure, is by no means exclusive to the Bošnjaks. It also prevails – with local varia-

tions, of course – among Serbs and Croats, in BiH and Serbia and Croatia proper. 

De-Europeanisation

Th e case of Croatia is perhaps the most striking. It has been a member of the 

EU since the summer of . Not only did people still have faith in the idea of 

European enlargement, they also widely touted the belief that Croatia would be the 

locomotive pulling the whole Balkan region towards Europe. Four years later, not 

In February, several hundred 
neo-Nazi groups held 

a military-style drill on 
Zagreb’s main square in a sign 

of support for the American 
President, Donald Trump.
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only are relations in the Western Balkans worse than at any time in the past  years, 

but Croatia itself is even less pro-Europe now than it was when it was negotiating 

to join the Union. Th e process of Croatia’s de-Europeanisation is shocking, all-em-

bracing and radical. It is far more than just a question of marginal political groups 

and isolated extremists; it involves the governing elite and, indeed, the state itself. 

In February this year several hundred neo-Nazis (members of a legal politi-

cal party called the A-HSP [or Autochthonous Croatian Party of Rights]) held 

a military-style drill on Zagreb’s main square, in a sign of support for the American 

President, Donald Trump. Th e gathering was given a police escort, even though 

there were no signs of a counter-demonstration. Th e group marched through the 

city centre carrying American and Croatian fl ags, alongside the banner of the 

NPD, (the German National Democratic Party), one of the most explicitly neo-

Nazi groups in Europe.

Th e American embassy reacted with a statement recalling American casualties in 

the Second World War, adding that it was a gross insult to display the American fl ag 

in the context of a neo-Nazi rally. Th e Croatian President, Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović, 

was the next to respond, but instead of condemning the gathering, she described 

it as a marginal phenomenon that had attracted more attention than it deserved.

Th is was merely the latest in a series of incidents which, rather like the probing 

moves in a football match, have been increasing in frequency since Croatia became 

a member of the EU. Th e pace has quickened signifi cantly over the past  months, 

mainly due to the arrival of a radical right-wing coalition in power supported by the 

local Catholic Church. Th e ultimate aim of all this activity is to reverse the outcome 

of the Second World War –  years after the event – to denounce anti-fascist par-

tisans as criminals, proclaim the Ustaše (Croatian quislings) and Nazis as liberators, 

and to rid public life of all minorities – whether political, social, sexual, religious or 

ethnic. Human rights are to be radically cut back, or at least subjected to the moral 

codes of the Catholic Church, doing away with the right to abortion and demonising 

anyone who might protest against it. Anti-fascism, over the last few years, has become 

a dirty word. When someone is described as an anti-fascist, for instance, it usually 

comes with the suggestion that they are also an enemy of Croatia. Notions such as 

liberalism and leftism fare just as badly – and the less said about atheism, the better.

Ready for war?

In such an atmosphere, what does the concept of Europe actually mean? And 

what do European values mean for Croatia and its political leaders? Th ere is no 

direct answer to a question framed in such terms because concepts like these are 
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not given a concrete defi nition in the Balkans. Instead they react to it in an eff ective 

way. It is this reaction that decides what is good and what is bad; what is desirable 

and what is undesirable; what is Europe and what is anti-Europe.

From a Croatian perspective, or at least from the perspective of state television, 

the majority of newspapers and the current political leadership, it is clear what is 

considered positive about Europe, what is considered burdensome and what is barely 

tolerated. On the positive side are those currently in power in Poland and Hungary, 

and Brexit (which was greeted with enthusiasm and euphoria – the victory of Donald 

Trump in the US was also received with maximum enthusiasm). Th e defeat of the 

Freedom Party candidate in the Austrian presidential election and Geert Wilders’ 
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poor result in the Dutch general election, were met with open disappointment. In-

ternet fora, social media, newspapers and state television are fi lled with conspiracy 

theories, involving liberals, communists, masons and Zionists who, with the help 

of international Islam, have driven “true” white Europeans to electoral defeat. 

Equally striking is the extent to which both Croatian and Serbian nationalists 

appear to be in agreement when it comes to Trump, Orbán, Wilders, Nigel Farage 

and Marine Le Pen. On most other issues, however, they would be ready to go to 

war against each other at the drop of a hat; but they happily line up together behind 

Donald Trump. Indeed, they would line up behind anyone who had spent the last 

few years trying to undermine the Europe that came into being after , or indeed 

anyone who advocates driving Syrian refugees (or perhaps all Muslims) out of Europe. 

In fact, the refugee question is one of the few issues that divide Serbian and 

Croatian nationalists on one side from Bošnjak nationalists on the other. Th e Bošnjaks 

cannot fully identify with Trump and his European associates because of the lat-

ter collective Islamophobia. All of which makes it easier for Bošnjak nationalists 

to dismiss European opinion as a whole, arguing that the European right and left 

are essentially the same (or, as Erdoğan might say, they are all fascists and Nazis).

Th e Western Balkans is, once again, 

ready for war, but not in quite the same 

way as in . Th en, the subjective con-

ditions of a disintegrating Yugoslavia 

meant that people were ready to fi ght 

for their own (on the whole territorial) 

rights, regardless of Europe and the rest 

of the world. With the help of a formerly 

all-Yugoslav army, the Serbian leader Slo-

bodan Milošević set about conquering as much territory as possible to the west, 

which he then tried to cut off  from Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Th e then 

Croatian President, Franjo Tuđman, aimed to preserve the territory of the Republic 

of Croatia and, in time, increase it with the addition of parts of BiH. Th e Bošnjaks 

fought, on the whole, for their sole survival. None of these groups were taking part 

in someone else’s war; on the contrary, they were fi ghting for their own destiny.

A Balkan sacrifi ce

Th e situation is quite diff erent today. Th e nations of the Western Balkans are 

readying themselves for a war similar to the ones that began in  and . Th ey 

need a wide context in which to settle their scores. Th ey seek a war where they can 

Th e Balkans have again become an 
arena for the kind of diplomatic 
manoeuvres that threaten one 
day to take on a military shape.
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die for foreign kings, emperors and sultans: for Putin, Erdoğan, Trump, or second-

rate nutcases like Wilders or Le Pen, or some other wily populist whose name we 

are yet to hear but whose photo-fi t portrait we can already visualise.

Th e Balkans have again become an arena for the kind of diplomatic manoeuvres 

that threaten one day to take on military shape. It is here in the Balkans that the 

Russians have, after an absence of a quarter of a century, returned to the European 

stage. And it is here in the Balkans that the Turks are re-establishing a presence in 

the very areas they were driven out of just over  years ago. 

So has Europe sacrifi ced the Balkans? Before the outbreak of the First World 

War, it looked as if European powers had succeeded in pacifying the region. Austria-

Hungary had secured an international agreement for the establishment of a pro-

tectorate over Bosnia-Herzegovina in  and by  had annexed the country 

outright – a move that nobody (with the exception of Serbia) seriously opposed. 

In the course of the Balkan Wars of  and , Turkey was pushed back all the 

way to the Bosphorus. Russian attempts to increase its infl uence in the Balkans, 

through Serbia and the South Slavs of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, were a serious 

nuisance factor but not a major threat to peace. And then Gavrilo Princip killed 

the heir of the Habsburg throne in Sarajevo and, as we know, barely one month 

later the whole of Europe was at war; a war caused by paltry South-Slav rivalries 

of which Vienna, Berlin, Paris, Moscow and London knew very little indeed.

Europe has not quite lost the Balkans yet, but it will lose them soon if it remains 

blind to the consequences that might follow from such a loss. Th e price of Euro-

peanising the Balkans today is probably higher than it was  years ago – when 

a golden opportunity to bring stability to the region was missed. But it remains 

incomparably cheaper than the price to be paid in the event of the Balkanisation 

of Europe. When Turkey’s foreign minister talks of the coming religious wars in 

Europe and when he claims that there is no diff erence between European social 

democrats and fascists, he is counting on the anti-European sentiments of Bosnian 

Muslims, Albanians in Macedonia, perhaps even Albania itself. 

We still have time to upset his calculations. It is just a question of whether the 

various capitals of Europe really understand what Turkish and Russian calculations 

in the Balkans actually amount to. 

Translated by Jonathan Bousfi eld

Miljenko Jergović is an award-winning writer whose books have been translated into 

many languages including English, French, Italian, Polish and German. Born in Sarajevo, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Jergović currently lives and writes in Zagreb, Croatia.



Dayton at death’s door
C H R I S T O P H E R  B E N N E T T

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s trajectory has been consistently 
and evidently downwards since , with the pace 

of descent accelerating every year. Post-war optimism 
disappeared long ago to be replaced by a fatalistic 

cynicism. Despite this, the international community 
seems content to operate on the premise that the prospect 

of Euro-Atlantic integration is suffi  cient to transform 
BiH into a self-sustaining and stable democracy.

It was all supposed to be so diff erent. Th e Dayton peace process was expected to 

come to an end with the closure of the Offi  ce of the High Representative, or OHR, 

at the end of June . Th e European Union and NATO were supposed to then 

take over the post-war reconstruction by assisting Bosnia and Herzegovina, together 

with the rest of the Western Balkans, in moving beyond confl ict. Ultimately, Bos-

nia and Herzegovina was to become a full-fl edged member of both organisations, 

both of which had helped achieve unprecedented peace and prosperity in Europe 

in the wake of the Second World War, thereby capping a supremely successful 

peace process.

However, it has not happened this way. Instead, the Dayton process, though 

obsolete, staggers on. Th e OHR remains in existence, albeit ineff ectual, marginal-

ised and fundamentally undermined in large part by its own steering board. Th e 

lure of Euro-Atlantic integration has failed to have the positive impact on Bosnia 

and Herzegovina that its advocates had hoped. Instead, the country is trapped in 

zero-sum politics. Th e population, and especially the young, vote with their feet 

and leave. And further crises are approaching, including the prospect of a political 

vacuum whose consequences in terms of stability, both in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and the wider region, cannot be predicted.
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Who’s to blame?

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s trajectory has been consistently and evidently 

downwards since , with the pace of descent accelerating every year. Post-war 

optimism disappeared long ago, only to be replaced by a fatalistic cynicism. Th e 

country lurches from crisis to ever more serious crisis. Despite this, the interna-

tional community continues to operate on the premise that the prospect of Euro-

Atlantic integration is suffi  cient to transform BiH into a self-sustaining and stable 

democracy. International offi  cials repeat the mantra that there is no alternative to 

the country’s Euro-Atlantic path, as if this will become a self-fulfi lling prophesy, 

despite more than a decade of evidence to the contrary. Meanwhile, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina’s rival ethno-national elites continue to pursue the same goals they 

did in the war, albeit using diff erent tactics.

So how has the situation degenerated to such an extent, given the scale of in-

ternational investment and attention? Just how bleak is the outlook? And is there 

any way belatedly to turn things around? Given the centrality of Euro-Atlantic in-

tegration to the international strategy in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the failure 

of that strategy, the EU and NATO must bear a large degree of responsibility for 

today’s state of aff airs. To be sure, the two organisations have played very diff er-

Republika Srpska President Milorad Dodik has done more than any other leader to challenge 
the Dayton settlement and is planning an independence referendum for 2018.
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ent roles with the focus, in terms of the transformative potential of the accession 

process, primarily on European integration.

NATO played a critical role in ending the Bosnian War, maintaining a safe and 

secure environment for the best part of the fi rst decade of the peace process. It 

helped reform BiH’s defence structures in such a way that since  the country 

has had joint armed forces in place of the three rival armies at the end of hostili-

ties. Moreover, Bosnia and Herzegovina has been increasingly cooperating with 

NATO, since joining the partnership for peace programme in December . 

However, the process leading to membership has been stalled since  as NATO 

has stood fi rm on the condition it set for BiH’s membership action plan – registra-

tion of defence property in the name of the state.

Th e EU has, by contrast, sought, above all, to keep the process leading to 

eventual membership moving, irrespective of the actual results and willingness of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s ethno-national elite to make the necessary reforms. In 

this way, conditionality has repeatedly been dropped in the interest of maintaining 

momentum. Setbacks, such as police restructuring and the failure to implement the 

European Court on Human Rights Sejdic-Finci ruling (which addressed discrimina-

tion in the constitutionally-based election system), have not been allowed to derail 

the process. Indeed, the EU’s General Aff airs Council proclaimed on September 

th  “meaningful progress” in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s reform agenda when 

referring the country’s membership application to the European Commission for 

an opinion – fi ve days before Republika Srpska held an unconstitutional referen-

dum on Republika Srpska Day. On December th , the European Commission 

formally handed over a ,-question survey by which Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

membership application will be assessed.

Deep malaise

While it is easy to be critical of the EU’s record on BiH over the past decade, 

today’s paralysis is, nevertheless, a manifestation of a deeper malaise in Bosnian 

society, international failure to address structural shortcomings earlier in the 

peace process, the absence of adequate tools and, above all, the imagination to 

tackle them.

To some extent, a paralysed situation has suited everyone: the international 

community; Bosnia and Herzegovina’s political elite; and even the wider popula-

tion. In the absence of war, the international community does not have to deal 

with the fallout, the exodus of refugees, military casualties and media images. Th e 

political elite have been able to exploit the situation for their own personal gain 
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and have generally done very well. And long-suff ering Bosnians have been grate-

ful that their country is not at war, as, no matter how grim today’s situation, it is 

incomparably better than it had been between  and , or would be in the 

event of a return to hostilities.

Around the th anniversary of the signing 

of the Dayton Peace Agreement, the peace proc-

ess appeared to be progressing smoothly. Th e 

number of security incidents was minimal and 

declining, most indicted war criminals, though 

not the most notorious, had been apprehended 

and reform processes, most notably in the fi elds 

of taxation, security and defence, had helped 

create a more functional state. In addition, the 

global economy had been performing well for many years, which contributed to 

robust growth rates in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

At the same time, the EU was developing its foreign-and-security-policy tools, 

steadily taking on an ever-greater role, including deploying a police mission in 

January  in succession to the United Nations International Peace Task Force 

and taking responsibility from NATO for a safe and secure environment, with 

the deployment of EUFOR in December . Lord Paddy Ashdown, the fourth 

High Representative from May , was double-hatted as the fi rst EU Special 

Representative tasked with taking forward Bosnia and Herzegovina’s relationship 

with the EU. Th e euro had been introduced in  EU countries in January  

and the European Union expanded in May  to bring in ten new members, 

eight of which were former communist countries from Central and Eastern Eu-

rope. Th e EU was on a roll and it seemed that a new era of continent-wide peace 

and prosperity was dawning.

From Dayton to Brussels

From the vantage point of , the situation appears very diff erent. Th e Euro-

pean economy has now been sluggish for almost a decade – in part as a result of 

the eurozone crisis. And the jury is out on the success of earlier rounds of enlarge-

ment. Moreover, the EU is reeling from the potential fallout of Brexit. Irrespective 

of the EU’s wider trials and tribulations, however, the tools deployed in BiH have 

clearly been inappropriate. In essence, the EU adopted the same approach as in 

the  round of enlargement and Bosnia and Herzegovina has been treated like 

any other aspirant country, rather than a country emerging from war. Mechanisms 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
rival ethno-national elites 

continue to pursue the same 
goals they did during the war, 

albeit using diff erent tactics.
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designed to prepare countries for accession are not confl ict-resolution tools and 

the shortcomings of this approach were immediately evident.

As long as the OHR maintained a fi rm hand on the peace process and drove 

through reforms, it was possible to make it appear as if Bosnia and Herzegovina 

was making progress. However, the scale of the international involvement and 

the pressure brought to bear on almost every matter were so enormous that they 

masked the true state of aff airs. Since the international community’s overriding 

aim had been to develop self-sustaining institutions capable of taking BiH from 

the “era of Dayton” to the “era of Brussels”, the ultimate test of the peace process 

was the ability of those institutions to function in the absence of international in-

tervention. When they were put to the test in the course of  and , they 

were found wanting.

Th e test came soon after Lord Ashdown stepped down at the end of January 

 to be succeeded by Christian Schwarz-Schilling. Schwarz-Schilling came into 

offi  ce committed to overseeing a transfer to local ownership of the peace process. 

Th is was to be realised by closing the OHR and restructuring the international 

presence in favour of a reinforced EU mission to support Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

further recovery and guide it towards eventual membership of the European Un-

ion. As the political climate deteriorated and it became clear that this policy was 

failing, Schwarz-Schilling changed course and persuaded the Peace Implementa-

tion Council, the group of countries and international institutions overseeing the 

peace process, to keep the OHR open. Despite this, there was no return to the 

“push of Dayton”. Th e High Representative’s executive powers were retained only 

as an insurance policy.

Th ere were at least three reasons for this. Th e Council was divided and there-

fore unprepared to provide the kind of support the High Representative required. 

What was possible to achieve by using executive powers had, in any case, already 

largely been achieved. Th e justifi cation for using executive powers, which were es-

sentially an emergency, post-war measure, became increasingly questionable with 

the passage of time. Indeed, the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission had pub-

lished in March  an analysis of the Bosnian constitution and the powers of the 

High Representative, drawing a link between the gradual phasing out of the High 

Representative’s executive powers and a parallel process of constitutional reform.

Challenging the status quo

A US non-governmental organisation did attempt to put together a constitu-

tional reform process, which was later taken over by the US embassy. Moreover, 
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a package of constitutional changes were put to the parliamentary assembly, but 

were rejected in April . Despite the absence of constitutional reform, the in-

ternational community eff ectively gave up its executive mandate, thereby creating 

what the Democratization Policy Council think tank has described as a “rules-free 

environment” in which wartime agendas have resurfaced.

Th is was clearly on display in September  when, one week before elec-

tions, Republika Srpska President Milorad Dodik organised a referendum, which 

had been ruled unconstitutional by the constitutional court, and again in January 

this year when he led the Republika Srpska Day celebrations. But while Dodik has 

done more than any other leader to challenge the Dayton settlement and is plan-

ning an independence referendum for , his behaviour is not unique. Every 

ethno-national elite is pursuing mutually exclusive policies. Th e Bosnian Croat 

leadership has re-opened the issue of a third entity. And the Bošnjak authorities 

are overseeing the Islamisation of parts of the country under their control with 

ever-greater infl uence of the Gulf States and Turkey.

Meanwhile, the country is both heading towards a liquidity crisis and the pros-

pect of either elections taking place under a system that has been deemed uncon-

stitutional, or of no elections whatsoever.

Since  Bosnia and Herzegovina has been dependent on IMF loans. Th e lat-

est agreement, a three-year . million euro extended arrangement, was signed 

in September  to support the country’s economic reform agenda that had been 

drawn up in conjunction with the EU. Moreover, BiH received the fi rst tranche of 

. million euro straight away. However, there have been no more disbursements 

and there may not be since they are 

dependent on meeting reform targets. 

In the event that the IMF ends the 

programme, the country will strug-

gle to continue fi nancing the bloated 

public sector, which, in turn, poses 

a threat to stability in the run-up to 

next year’s general elections.

Whether or not it will be possible 

to organise elections is unclear in the 

wake of a December  constitution-

al court ruling, which determined that elements of the election law, relating to the 

election of members of the Federation’s House of Peoples, were unconstitutional. As 

a result, the entity’s constitution and election law have to be harmonised by June this 

year. If they are not, the constitutional court will likely delete the off ending articles 

from the election law, which may make it impossible to hold eff ective elections. 

Th e Bošnjak authorities are 
overseeing the Islamisation of 
parts of the country under their 
control, with ever-greater infl uence 
of the Gulf States and Turkey.
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Th ere is already a precedent for such a situation in Mostar where it has not been 

possible to hold elections since  in the wake of a similar constitutional court 

ruling and the failure of the ethno-national elites to agree on an electoral system.

In search of optimism

How dangerous is this situation? Th e country’s long-suff ering population has an 

extremely high threshold for pain and appears willing to tolerate almost any situa-

tion. To be sure, frustration exploded into violence in a series of riots in February 

. Critically, EUFOR retains an executive mandate, and though numbering 

only some  troops, can be reinforced rapidly in the event of a deterioration in 

the security environment. However, EUFOR’s mandate is renewed every year and 

depends on the UN Security Council. In  Russia abstained from the vote, giving 

notice that it has the authority to end the mission if it wished. If the ethno-national 

elites continue to pursue mutually incompatible policies, it becomes impossible to 

rule out future hostilities.

It is currently almost impossible to 

be optimistic about Bosnia and Herze-

govina’s future. Moreover, despite inter-

national reluctance to recognise failure, 

it will soon be impossible to ignore the 

gravity of the situation. When that day 

arrives, the international community will 

have little choice but to begin addressing 

the shortcomings of the peace process, 

which will require major revision of the Dayton settlement. Th is, in turn, will in-

volve re-opening the many points of contention that formed the historical, politi-

cal, economic and intellectual backdrop to the Bosnian War: self-determination, 

statehood, sovereignty, defi nitions of “nation” and the institutions of representative 

democracy and the mandates they confer. In this way, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

internal structure, the relative merits of partition as opposed to reintegration and, 

with it, the formal division of BiH, including the secession of parts of the country, 

will be up for discussion.

Opening a debate on Bosnia and Herzegovina’s future presents both a risk 

and an opportunity. Th ere have always been better ways of managing relations 

between Bošnjaks, Croats and Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina than the Dayton 

settlement, but getting to them calls for a paradigm shift. Th is requires examining 

how democracy can be eff ective in a multi-ethnic state and designing a system 

Despite international reluctance 
to recognise failure in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, it will soon 

be impossible to ignore the 
gravity of the situation.



24 Opinion & Analysis Dayton at death’s door, Christopher Bennett

that is tailored to Bosnia and Herzegovina’s needs. It also means re-examining the 

country’s relationship with its neighbours and developing mechanisms whereby 

the neighbouring countries are integrated into the Bosnian settlement in a more 

constructive manner. And it requires developing new Euro-Atlantic mechanisms 

to support and drive through systemic change. Th e heavy lifting in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina is yet to begin. 

Christopher Bennett is author of Bosnia’s Paralysed Peace (Hurst and OUP, ) and 

Yugoslavia’s Bloody Collapse (Hurst and NYUP, ). As communications director at 

the Offi  ce of the High Representative and EU Special Representative, he drafted in June 

 the communiqué announcing the impending closure of the OHR in June , and 

then in March  the communiqué announcing that it would not be closing after all.



De-radicalising the 
Western Balkans

TAT YA N A  D R O N Z I N A  A N D  S U L E J M A N  M U Ç A

Th e Western Balkans have become fertile ground for ISIS 
recruitment and a place of terrorist activity in the heart of Europe. 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Macedonia require 

greater attention on the social, economic and political issues if 
de-radicalisation eff orts are to succeed before it is too late. 

Out of a total of , Europeans who have joined the so-called Islamic State, 

or ISIS,  (approximately one-quarter) originate from the Western Balkans 

(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Macedonia). Th is fact brought the 

four nations to the top of the list in the ranking of the number of foreign fi ghters 

per capita. Torn by sharp ethnic confl icts until recently, the Western Balkans today 

face another enemy – jihadism – which could prove extremely dangerous for the 

fragile democratic political systems still taking form.

A closer look at the role ISIS is playing in the Western Balkans is necessary in 

order to understand the social changes taking place in the region. First, however, 

it is important to point out that term “Western Balkans” could be misleading. It 

designates the region geographically but it does not suggest uniformity in the proc-

esses of radicalisation and recruitment which, despite sharing some similarities, 

are actually quite distinctive and contextualised. Th erefore, a separate examination 

of each country provides greater clarity to the situation.
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Albania

Th e fall of the communist regime in Albania led to the creation of a number of 

political, ideological, economic and social imbalances. Radical groups, which were 

Islamic in name only, emerged in the s. In fact, their motivation to use violence 

and coercion were reminiscent of the tactics used by communist groups in the 

early th century. It is estimated that about  Albanians have joined ISIS, with 

many of them having been killed 

or gone missing. Th e names of  

have already been published by the 

Albanian press.

What has led to the spread of 

radical Islam in a society that has al-

ways been characterised by religious 

tolerance? According to Ylli Gurra, 

a member of the Muslim Community 

of Albania and a prominent Muslim 

cleric and mufti in Tirana, the roots 

of this process should be sought in the post-communist transition period, which 

was not only political but also religious. Islam in Albania remained “exposed” after 

a majority of the old Muslim clerics had passed away and no younger ones came 

to replace them. Th is spiritual vacuum was taken advantage of by foreign powers, 

such as religious organisations from Saudi Arabia which invested in infrastructure 

and education of young Albanian Muslims in the spirit of Wahhabism.

In this sense, the reasons for the penetration of radical ideologies are not related 

to religion per se but to social phenomena like the ghettoisation of society, lack of 

institutional attention to these alarming processes and the ineff ective operation 

of security services. It can be suspected that economic motives have also a played 

a role, namely, taking on debtors’ debts, economic support for the families of fi ght-

ers, and covering costs which would be otherwise unaff ordable on behalf of radical 

organisations. But these are only assumptions, because no comprehensive study 

on the motivations of Albanian jihadists has been conducted. 

Over the past two years not a single Albanian citizen has joined ISIS. Albania 

was among the fi rst countries to join the global coalition’s fi ght against the ter-

rorist organisation. In  a national strategy for combating violent extremism 

was adopted with the aim of mobilising eff orts of both the state and society. Th e 

contribution of the Muslim community is not to be ignored. Th ey trained local 

imams to have better communication with believers and implemented a practice 

for each mosque to have a governing body which would systematically inform lo-

No comprehensive study on the 
motivations of Albanian jihadists 
has been conducted at this point. 
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cal community leaders about the messages released during prayer. However, the 

question of possible de-radicalisation of those returning remains open. Albania 

has no strategy or available programmes for their eventual re-socialisation. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina

According to offi  cial data Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of the main regional 

exporters of jihadists to the Middle East. Data show that out of the  Bosnians 

fi ghting in Syria,  have been killed. Of the  fi ghters who have returned to 

Bosnia and Herzegovina,  have been brought to justice. However, according to 
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researchers from the International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation (ICSR) 

at the King’s College in London, the actual number of Bosnian fi ghters in the ranks 

of ISIS is no less than . It is assumed that a signifi cant portion of them are mu-

jahideen who have stayed behind after the end of the Bosnian war, marrying local 

women and creating families there. 

According to another study by the Atlantic Initiative organisation, about  

Bosnian children are residing on the territory of the so-called caliphate, as - 

year olds undergo military training to join the ranks of ISIS. Th ere are also about 

 Bosnian women who have joined. Volunteers from the largest Bosnian com-

munity in the United States (St. Louis) have also become members of ISIS, with 

information being currently available on about at least six people.

Th e small Balkan country, which between  and  attracted Europe’s at-

tention as a scene of a dramatic multi-ethnic confl ict, is home to . million peo-

ple, nearly half of whom identify as Muslim. Th is amounts to a little more than . 

million. Despite the fact that only four per cent of them adhere to radical views, 

it increasingly seems that the country is becoming a sanctuary for ISIS fi ghters, 

planners and recruiters.

Many circumstances have contributed to this. It should be noted that there ex-

ists a resilient jihadist structure from the time when Mujahedeen from all over the 

world had been fl ocking to the region in the s. In  the so-called Mujahideen 

Battalion was formed, made up of Arab volunteers operating in Central Bosnia and 

consequently turning into a ,-strong Mujahideen Brigade after inclusion of local 

fi ghters. At the same time, the arms trade in this small country is almost uncontrol-

lable today. Anyone can obtain a weapon in exchange for a relatively modest amount 

of money. Bosnia is important for ISIS for one additional reason: there are many 

men with excellent military training who are unemployed and who would be ready – 

motivated by money or ideology, or perhaps a mix of both – to join ISIS’s ranks.

Despite the Bosnian government claiming to control the religious situation, there 

are increasing reports of what is known as “Sharia villages”, where most families live 

in polygamy under Islamic law, and symbols of ISIS are freely displayed in public 

places in breach of the established constitutional order. We should not overlook 

the fact that locals buy real estate in remote areas, seldom visited by outsiders, with 

the support of Islamic charity organisations. Th ere is suspicion that it is at such 

locations where illegal activities are conducted in support of the jihadist move-

ment, such as stockpiling of arms, military training and preparation for crossing 

Schengen zone borders. Th e exercise of police control over such “property closed 

to outsiders” is hindered by Bosnia’s administrative structure, consisting of many 

autonomous units requiring specifi c police procedures.
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Jihadist roots in Bosnia

Do macroeconomic factors related to unemployment – at  per cent among 

young people and  per cent of the total population – economic tensions and 

memories of the sharp ethnic confl ict in the past contribute to the success of 

jihadism in Bosnia? An alleged positive response requires empirical evidence, 

but even without it, there is an obvious impenetrable airtight network within 

communities, alienated from the Bosnian state and society as a whole in the 

making. 

“We‘re talking about villages where children no longer go to the public schools, 

opting instead for private schooling in accordance with a Jordanian curricu-

lum”, Igor Golijanin, a security offi  cial 

in Sarajevo, recently stated. “We’re 

talking about violence prone people 

who communicate using secret codes 

in video games. We‘re talking about 

concealment: What used to perhaps 

be recognisable as a  training camp 

disappears today under the cover of 

a non-governmental organisation.” 

According to the latest data  such 

radicalised communities were counted in Bosnia at the end of . Many suggest 

that the events in Bosnia in the s were a turning point in the development 

of modern jihadism. In Afghanistan, the United States and the mujahideen had 

a common foe   – the Soviet Union – and were, by the power of circumstance, al-

lies. Bosnia, however, especially after Serbian atrocities, became a common cause 

for jihadists from all over the world – supported fi nancially by rich countries like 

Saudi Arabia and Iran. It was in Bosnia where they stood up to the West, which 

gave birth to the contemporary jihadist narrative – namely, the struggle of Islam 

against western domination.

A number of analysts blame this situation on the Dayton Peace Agreement, los-

ing sight of the fact that it was directed more towards stopping the bloodshed than 

building a country that would resist radical Islam. Today, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

is a victim of terrorist attacks, which regularly shake the country. Th is leads many 

to the assumption that Bosnia could become a European base for ISIS fi ghters, 

especially after the series of military defeats suff ered in Syria and Iraq. Evidence 

of the growing interest in Bosnia can be seen in light of the fact that in September 

 the caliphate’s quarterly journal, Rome – presumably to invoke the idea of   the 

fall of the Roman Empire – was released in Bosnian language. 

Veterans of the Kosovo Liberation 
Army, who receive a state pension 

with the help of the US, the EU 
and the IMF, today make up part of 

the command structures of ISIS.
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According to an Atlantic Initiative study, which is the most detailed study on 

Bosnian ISIS fi ghters, until  they could be divided into two groups, led by 

diff erent motives: “Th ere appear to be two sets of underlying motives linked to 

two distinct generations of volunteers. Th e fi rst includes former members of, or 

individuals close to, the El-Mujahid Unit from the - war in Bosnia – most 

of whom are in their mid- and late s. Th e second is comprised of ‘born again’ 

Islamists and converts to Islam, mostly in their late teens and early s. While the 

fi rst group sees the war in Syria and Iraq as the continuation of the jihad they felt 

was ended prematurely in  with the Dayton Peace Accords, the second group 

is driven mostly by adrenaline and a quest for self-validation, self-respect, group 

belonging and purpose.”

Adding to this, in the authors’ view, is a strong erosion of socio-cultural values   

and norms specifi c to the Bosnian post-confl ict society where ideologies of violence 

are often perceived as the only measure of self-affi  rmation and protection. Th e 

government makes signifi cant eff orts to deal both with the process of radicalisa-

tion and the challenges posed by returning jihadi fi ghters who could bring radical 

Islamist ideology and threaten national security.

In order to address these challenges, the parliament passed a law in  which 

severely penalises (imprisonment of up to ten years) participation in terrorist groups 

abroad or the recruitment of people. In April  four people were sentenced 

under this new law. At a meeting in Banja Luka on December th  Bosnian 

and Serbian security services planned an additional set of measures: involving the 

NGOs in projects for de-radicalisation and identifying the motivation of fi ghters; 

working with radicalised Muslim communities living in isolation from Bosnian 

society; and working with those convicted and serving prison sentences (about 

 people so far). Formal leaders of the Muslim community in Bosnia repeatedly 

expressed their strongly negative attitude towards radical Islam as well as their 

readiness to co-operate with the authorities in combating it.

Kosovo

Similarly, Kosovo’s case raises many questions. Th e main one being how a pro-

American society, which welcomed NATO troops as liberators in , turned 

into one with very large numbers of jihadists per capita? According to data by the 

independent analytical centre Global Research, at the end of July ,  Koso-

vars, including  women (according to other sources – ) joined the terrorist 

organisation. At that time, there were fi ve military training camps for fi ghters in 

Kosovo located around the border with Albania and Macedonia. Th e radical trans-
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formation in the attitudes of Kosovars, according to researchers from Pristina, was 

enabled by way of strong fi nancial support from Saudi Arabia and other conserva-

tive Gulf monarchies, known for their generous donations not only to charitable 

and religious organisations, but also to state institutions.

According Fatos Makolli, director of Kosovo’s counterterrorist police force: 

“Th ey promoted political Islam ... they spent a lot of money to promote it through 

diff erent programmes mainly with the young, vulnerable people and they brought 

in a lot of Wahhabi and Salafi  literature. Th ey brought these people closer to 

radical political Islam, which resulted in their 

radicalisation.” It is assumed that before end-

ing up in camps where they get trained by 

former operatives of the Kosovo Liberation 

Army, would-be migrants are recruited by 

NGOs and private schools on the territory 

of this small country with limited interna-

tional recognition.

In March  new light was shed on the 

composition and motivation of Kosovo mili-

tants after a number of documents (whose 

authenticity remains disputed) were handed 

to offi  cials by a deserting ISIS fi ghter. A curi-

ous detail worth mentioning is the fact that among the documents, the registration 

cards of four Kosovars fi lled in after reaching ISIS soil could be found. Each of the 

cards contains  questions, including one about career options watered down to 

three choices: “fi ghter”, “perpetrator of suicide missions”, or “a fi ghter who does not 

expect to return to their country of origin”.

At this point, it is worth mentioning that women from Kosovo in the ranks of 

ISIS diff er from those coming from other countries of the Western Balkans. At 

an average age of , many of these women lack a deep knowledge of Islam, have 

a predominantly secular biography before joining; they are largely infl uenced by lo-

cal radical leaders and their wives, under whose infl uence their radicalisation most 

likely occurs. Serving ISIS, these women – mostly Albanian from Kosovo – became 

notorious for their involvement and cruelty in some of the bloodiest atrocities 

against the Serbian population. During their new tenure with ISIS, they worked as 

online recruiters or were responsible for military training camps, as was the case 

with Chamilje Tahiri from Kosovska Mitrovica.

Th e participation of Kosovars in the Syrian confl ict put a spotlight on a number 

of sensitive facts. For example, veterans of the Kosovo Liberation Army, who re-

ceive a state pension with the help of the US, the European Union and the IMF, 

In the foreseeable future, ISIS 
will likely suff er a territorial 

defeat. However, the confl ict 
will be far from over.
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today make up part of the command structures of ISIS. In the opinion of Mentor 

Vrajolli of the Kosovo Centre for Security Studies, the motivation of Kosovo mili-

tants has varied over time. He suggests that the fi rst wave of those who joined ISIS 

might not have been guided by radical views, but by humane principles seeking 

to help their Muslim brothers, or were simply misled. As a result of the govern-

ment’s anti-terrorism eff ort, the police so far arrested  imams,  other people, 

and have banned  Muslim organisations for the dissemination of hatred and 

terrorist recruitment practices.

Macedonia and beyond

According to data by the Macedonian foreign ministry, as of March  about 

 Macedonian soldiers have fought in the ranks of ISIS and  of them have lost 

their lives. Th ey belong to the Albanian minority in the country. As a whole, they 

are characterised by high levels of religious illiteracy and poor knowledge of Islam. 

People of diff erent professional background could be found among them: imams, 

technology specialists, blue-collar workers, and economics students. Eff orts made 

by the Macedonian government led to the arrests of many accused of working for 

ISIS and also several convictions at a trial held in March .

It would be appropriate to say a few words about the motivations of women 

from the Western Balkans to serve ISIS. Many researchers point to the deep simi-

larities in their motives which can be categorised into three groups: ideological, 

socio-political and personal. A substantial number of women who decided to join 

the terrorist organisation were under the infl uence of their husbands, by whom 

they had been deliberately indoctrinated in the spirit of radical Islam. Concerning 

socio-political factors, they boil down to the subordinate position of women in 

those societies, their limited access to employment and their weak representation 

in Islamic communities. As for personal reasons, they are related to the desire to 

fi nd a husband, start a family and to personal trauma experienced in the past. Of 

course, certain diff erences exist. For instance, women from Kosovo are actively 

involved in the confl ict while Bosnian women remain primarily dedicated to the 

household, family and child rearing.

Under pressure from the international community ISIS will, in the foreseeable 

future, likely suff er a territorial defeat. However, the confl ict will be far from over. 

Th e international community has no clear vision of what should replace it and ex-

isting alliances are too fragile and competitive. In other words, there are too many 

actors with too many contradictory interests in the Syrian confl ict. A real danger 

exists in the de-territorialisation of the confl ict as its transfer to social networks 
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and online media. If this course of development is undertaken, the ideas of ISIS 

will outlive its territorial existence, thus intensifying the threat of radicalisation in 

countries which are key sources of jihadists. 

Th e challenge that lies ahead for Western Balkan states is to create programmes 

of de-radicalisation and radicalisation prevention. Th eir weaknesses include limited 

resources, exclusive attention to ethnic relations and fragile democratic traditions. 

Th eir strengths include the long traditions of co-existence between diff erent his-

torically formed religious communities which have not fully disappeared. 

Translated by Kamen Kraev

Tatyana Dronzina is a lecturer of political science at Sofi a University in Bulgaria and a guest 

lecturer at Granada University and Carlos III University of Madrid, Spain. Her research 

interests include female suicide terrorism, the Islamic State, radicalisation and home-grown 

terrorism. She is the author and co-author of several books and articles on the topic. 

Sulejman Muça holds a PhD in political science from St Kliment Ohridski University 

of Sofi a. His research interests include traditional and modern mechanisms of confl ict 

regulation in Albanian societies in the Balkans, and Albanian migrants to Islamic State.



Without accountability, 
there is no closure

M O R G A N  M E A K E R

Serbs who committed crimes during the Kosovo confl ict have 
met justice both in Serbia and in the International Criminal 

Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia. Yet the court generally failed 
to prosecute ethnic-Albanians who also committed crimes. A  

report released by the Council of Europe accused members of 
the Kosovo Liberation Army of organ traffi  cking and revenge 

attacks – crimes which have never been fully investigated. 

As Abbott Sava Janjic gestures to the hill where the RPG attack came from, 

the giant silver cross he wears around his neck shudders and crashes into his belt 

buckle. When the monk fi rst moved to Kosovo’s Dečani Monastery in , he 

expected a peaceful monastic life. Instead, in , the region descended into war 

and Janjic found himself a guardian to one of the confl ict’s most divisive symbols: 

this marble-striped, Serbian-Orthodox church. 

Janjic and his troop of  monks exist as an island in independent Kosovo, now 

an ethnic-Albanian, Muslim-majority country. Locals begrudge the church as a lin-

gering Serbian presence on Kosovo soil. “We are in danger from riots, nationalists 

and Islamist extremists,” says the Abbott, “that’s why we have protection.” He looks 

to the site’s entrance where NATO soldiers stand on guard behind an obstacle 

course of red and white roadblocks.

“It’s an extremely unpleasant experience knowing that people want to harm you,” 

he says, through a long, thin beard. Over the years, this UNESCO world-heritage 

site has been a fl ashpoint of violence. Janjic and his church have been attacked 

by rocket propelled grenades, Molotov cocktails, mobs of angry locals, armed 
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intruders and graffi  ti expressing support for ISIS. “Only one of these crimes has 

ever been investigated,” says Janjic. “So many questions have not been answered.” 

Selective justice

Serbian forces, led by Slobodan Milošević, were the aggressors in the Kosovo 

confl ict, brutally and systematically killing thousands of Kosovo-Albanians. Th e 

trauma engraved on the population has left some craving for revenge. Once the 

Serbian military withdrew in June , revenge-attacks took place across the 

country. Ethnic-Serbs and Orthodox religious sites became targets. Reports by in-

ternational NGOs  like Human Rights Watch (HRW) and Amnesty International 

have linked crimes against minorities to the Kosovo Liberation Army – a guerrilla 

group that fought against Serbian forces for the country’s independence. 

Serbs who committed crimes during 

the Kosovo confl ict have met justice 

both in Serbia and in the International 

Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugo-

slavia (ICTY). But the court generally 

failed to prosecute ethnic-Albanians 

who also committed crimes, says Mark 

Kersten, founder of the Justice in Con-

fl ict blog and research fellow at To-

ronto’s Munk School of Global Aff airs. 

A  report released by the Council of Europe accused members of the Kosovo 

Liberation Army of organ traffi  cking and revenge attacks – crimes which have never 

been investigated. Th e allegations prompted the European Union to set up a new war 

crimes court in the Netherlands – the Kosovo Specialist Chambers and Specialist 

Prosecutor’s Offi  ce. Th e Dutch government announced that the court, due to start 

operating later this year, will try alleged former members of the KLA for war crimes 

against ethnic minorities and political opponents, committed in  and . 

“International criminal justice is always selective,” says Kersten. “It’s never pos-

sible to go after everybody. But in Kosovo, there is recognition that this selectiv-

ity has been unfair. Almost no justice for senior KLA combatants has ever been 

achieved.” With Kosovo winning independence from Serbia after NATO interven-

tion, Kersten describes the situation in the Balkan country as an example of “vic-

tors’ justice”. He explains: “Victors’ justice means that the victors of a particular 

armed confl ict are protected from justice and institutions serve them in order to 

achieve accountability for their adversaries.” 

Once the Serbian military withdrew 
from Kosovo in June , revenge-

attacks took place across the 
country. Ethnic Serbs and Orthodox 

religious sites became targets.
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Victors’ justice is not exclusive to Kosovo, Kersten adds, it happens all over the 

word. He points to the most-famous example: the Nuremberg trials, in which the 

Nazis were the only side prosecuted. “You have crimes that would have otherwise 

been accountable – the bombing of Dresden by the United Kingdom, the atomic 

bomb dropped on Hiroshima by the United States. But none of these crimes were 

investigated. Th ere was no justice for the war’s winning side.”

To Abbott Janjic, it was the Podu-

jevo bus bombing in  that spot-

lighted what he calls a “major in-

justice” suff ered by Kosovo’s ethnic 

Serbs. Th e attack killed  Serbian 

pilgrims on their way to a monastery 

in Gracanica, near the capital Pristina. 

Th e search for the perpetrators was 

a saga littered with jail-breaks and 

acquittals. But the Podujevo bus attack was not an isolated incident in post-war 

Kosovo. A  report by Human Rights Watch provides a snapshot into the 

revenge killings that were rampant after the Serbian military withdrew, despite 

the presence of NATO peacekeepers. On July rd ,  Serbian farmers 

were shot dead in central Kosovo while they harvested hay. Almost a month 

earlier, two elderly Serbian residents of Prizren were murdered, after weeks of 

harassment by KLA soldiers. Even the capital was not exempt from violence. 

On June rd , the bodies of three ethnic-Serbs – an economics professor, 

a security guard and a café waiter – were found in the basement of a Pristina 

University building. 

Burning and looting of Serbian homes was also widespread, according to HRW, 

echoing tactics that the Serbian forces used against Albanians during the war. 

“While some of those killed may have been implicated in abuses against ethnic 

Albanians during the armed confl ict, many of the Serb victims were innocent ci-

vilians,” reads the report. 

Parallel system

Without justice, rumours mushroom. And without accountability, there is no 

closure. Among Kosovo’s Serbian community, the story of the “yellow house” re-

verberates. A Northern Albanian farmhouse – now painted white – is where KLA 

members are suspected of harvesting the organs of Serb victims before selling them 

abroad. One man, employed by the KLA as a driver, told American radio-journalist, 

For ethnic Serbs who left during the 
war and are still trickling back, the 
atmosphere in their old home, a new 
country, is diffi  cult to get used to. 
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Michael Montgomery, the house was only one of two places where he “brought 

people but never picked anyone up”.

It was Carla Del Ponte, a former Chief Prosecutor to the ICTY, who said in her 

memoirs that up to  Serbs had been abducted by the KLA in  and taken 

over the border, to Albania’s “yellow house”. While the ICTY did investigate, it later 

dropped the case citing a lack of indisputable proof and destroyed evidence – like 

medical supplies – found at the site. 

Deep in rural Kosovo, skeletons of the houses keep the war’s memory fresh. In 

the villages nearby, the story of the “yellow house” still feels raw. Violeta Teajković, 

an ethnic Serb, still thinks about it – it is the reason why she travels  miles to 

go to Kosovo’s only Serbian hospital in North Mitrovica, whenever she is sick. 

“I would never go to an Albanian hospital,” she says. Behind her, a golden Ortho-

dox calendar hangs on the wall. 

Serbs who live in central Kosovo are on edge. Fear and distrust separate them 

from society. For returnees – ethnic-Serbs who left during the war and are still 

trickling back – the atmosphere in their old home, a new country, is diffi  cult to 

get used to. Teajković lives in a mixed village. She has some Albanian neighbours. 

“I wave hello to some,” she says, “but I would never go inside their house”. Like 

many of Kosovo’s Serbs, she lives in a parallel world – her children go to a Serbian 

school and later to a Serbian university. 

Serbian baker Aleksic Nebojsa feels the same way. “I wouldn’t feel OK working 

for an Albanian business,” he says, as he loads cheese and ham pastries into the oven 

for his Serbian boss. Even employees at ASB – a German NGO that supports Serb 

returnees – do not feel comfortable. In their bright yellow jackets, they avoid the 

Albanian-majority town of Gjilan at all costs. Tijana Laban, ASB’s spokesperson 

based in Serbia’s capital Belgrade, describes how the town’s residents have thrown 

rocks at them, stolen bolts from their vehicles or scratched their cars.

Stability at any price 

After the confl ict, war-time commanders became peacetime politicians. 

Hashim Th açi is one clear example. After leading the KLA, he became prime 

minister, then foreign minister, and now he is the country’s president. In the  

Council of Europe report, Swiss politician Dick Marty says that Th açi was head 

of the Drenica Group – a KLA faction that has alleged links to war-crimes and 

drug traffi  cking. In the report, Marty blames the international community for the 

KLA’s dominance of Kosovo politics. In the war’s aftermath, international bod-

ies responsible for security decided to rely on former KLA members, he says, 
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choosing “to promote short-term stability at any price, thereby sacrifi cing some 

important principals of justice”.

With a nod to the concept of victor’s justice, Marty writes: “Th ere cannot and 

must not be one justice for the winners and another for the losers.” With former KLA 

commanders in power, an atmosphere of impunity developed in Kosovo. Attempts 

to convict KLA members – by the United Nations, the EU and the ICTY – were 

plagued by issues with witness protection. Witnesses ready to testify against the 

KLA either changed their testimonies or mysteriously died. For anyone consider-

ing speaking out, it was clear their safety could not be guaranteed. 

Th e new Kosovo court hopes to provide better protection by being based outside 

the country. Within the EULEX [European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo] 

compound on the outskirts of Pristina, the morgue smells faintly of old blood and 

dead bodies. Inside the bustling offi  ce, Tarja Formisto, the deputy director of the 

Institute of Forensic Medicine, explains how fear obstructs their work. Since  

her team matched bodies with the International Committee of the Red Cross’s 

list of missing persons. One of the best ways to fi nd the location of where people 

are buried is through witness statements, she says. “But the main obstacle when 

we are investigating KLA victims is that the people are afraid. And they should 

be afraid until they are sure there are no consequences for their information.” She 

adds: “Th e political will needs to change to reassure them.” 

In a  report, Amnesty International found that “the lack of political will” 

was the reason “almost no investigations have been conducted into the fate of Serbs 

and others abducted by the KLA”. It was the role of the government, the report 

said, to encourage witnesses to come forward and help identify burial sites – no 

matter the ethnic identity of the victims. 

Point of tension

While former KLA members are now active in parliament, Kosovo’s political 

resistance also refl ects public opinion. Under the covering of KLA, Albanian and 

American fl ags, thousands gathered in the city’s main square to protest the arrest 

of the former prime minister and KLA commander, Ramush Haradinaj, after he 

was detained by French authorities on a war crimes warrant in January this year. 

Th e warrant had been issued by Serbia, asking that Haradinaj be extradited for 

trial on allegations of atrocities committed against civilians in Kosovo during the 

war. Accused of overseeing a campaign of torture and murder against Serbs and 

suspected collaborators, Haradinaj had already faced trial and been acquitted twice 

by a UN tribunal. 
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In Kosovo opposition to the new court has also been brewing since details 

were leaked by local media in . In June  war veterans took to the streets 

of Pristina in protest. Smajl Elezaj, the head of the KLA veterans’ association, told 

the rally that the courts were “political”. Many in Kosovo’s capital Pristina see the 

KLA as heroes and any crimes committed during war-time as “just”. 

Faik Ispahiu, head of the news site kallxo.

com, has been a media producer since . 

He points to the disconnect between how 

the international community and Kosovo-

Albanians see the situation: “Th e Kosovo 

public are frustrated and sceptical because 

they feel like only Albanians, and not Serbs, 

are being prosecuted,” he says. “Th ere is no 

matching energy to prosecute both sides. Serbia is not doing the same [chasing 

prosecutions] with their war criminals,” he adds.

James Ker-Lindsay, a senior research fellow on southeast Europe at London’s 

School of Economics, adds that Kosovo-Albanians see the war crimes court as 

a potential threat to their country’s statehood. “Th is is why you’ll fi nd international 

offi  cials saying, the new court is not about putting Kosovo on trial,” he says. But, 

he notes, “there is also a sense that there needs to be some balance; to set a lesson 

for others. If you commit crimes, you need to be held accountable.”

At the centre of Pristina stands the Serbian Orthodox Church of Christ the Sav-

iour. Shrouded in gloom and surrounded by wasteland, it is a beaten down, ghost 

of a building – its construction interrupted by war, its future fi ercely debated. Built 

next to Pristina’s university library when Kosovo was still under Serbian rule, Mus-

lim-Albanians saw the site as an attempt to marginalise them by Serbia’s orthodox 

government. After the war, the church remained a point of tension. Pristina’s mayor 

and the Orthodox community – voiced by Sava Janjic’s Twitter and Facebook ac-

counts – still argue over its ownership. Today, the church remains a grim monument 

to stalled progress, stubborn governments and a complicated country.  

Morgan Meaker is a freelance human rights journalist specialising in the Balkans. Her 

work has been published by the BBC, the Guardian, Al Jazeera and the Financial Times.

Many in Kosovo’s capital 
Pristina see the KLA as heroes 

and any crimes committed 
during war-time as “just”.



A long road ahead 
for women in Kosovo

S I D I TA  K U S H I

Post-independence Kosovo comes complete with a female 
president, a gender quota in parliament, a memorial devoted to 

women’s sacrifi ces during the war and art installations recognising 
the trauma of wartime rape in the country. Yet, just like Kosovo’s 
political independence, the status of women is not what it seems. 

In February this year Kosovo celebrated nine years of unilateral independence. 

On paper, this independence suits it well. National sovereignty, however, has not 

yielded the most ideal results. While technically free from direct Serbian interfer-

ence in governance and economy, post-war Kosovo remains the poorest and most 

corrupt country in the region. Its relationship with Serbia is contentious, echoing 

the relationship between ethnic Albanians and Serbs within domestic borders. 

Despite “landmark” agreements on telecom services, infrastructure, travel and 

some trade, Kosovo still suff ers from semi-independent domestic institutions 

and fatal political divisions. After Kosovo’s declaration of independence in , 

Serbia strengthened parallel structures for ethnic Serbs within northern Kosovo, 

including police, judiciary, border control, transportation, telecommunications 

and cultural sites. Such ethnically-charged divides are frequent causes of regional 

security dilemmas and economic stagnation. 

On paper, the women of post-independence Kosovo should be thriving as well. 

After a decade of international supervision following the - war between the 

Serbian government and ethnic Albanian separatists and civilians, international 

institutions guaranteed Kosovo’s women both stability and equality. Indeed, the 

women of Kosovo live in a country with one of the most egalitarian legal pack-
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ages, required by the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo 

(UNMIK) in . Family law, inheritance law, and the law on gender equality, for 

example, all meet the high standards of the European Union on the empowerment 

of women. In fact, as Sandra Joireman of the University of Richmond confi rms, 

Kosovo’s constitution recognises men and women as equals in all realms of activity 

since Yugoslavian rule. Contemporary Kosovo has already elected its fi rst female 

president, alongside several deputy prime ministers and other high-level female 

offi  cials. Due to an electoral quota of  per cent, the Assembly of Kosovo has the 

second highest representation of women in the region.

Economic disadvantage

While the laws consistently claim a victorious narrative, the reality has always 

been diff erent. National independence has done little to push the majority of women 

into greater economic self-suffi  ciency, social respect and political empowerment. 

Despite decades of suppressed political rights, the women of communist Albania 

and Yugoslavia participated in the labour force in similar numbers to men – but it 

was not so in neighbouring Kosovo. Even after independence, Kosovo’s women are 

missing in the formal workforce. A World Bank study found that only  per cent 

of working-age Kosovar women have permanent employment. Th e Kosovo-based 

think tank Democracy for Development ech-

oed a similar pattern in their study – only ten 

per cent of women work outside of the home. 

More so, the labour market participation gap in 

Kosovo, standing at  per cent, is the greatest 

in the region. Instead of formal work, women 

centre their lives on domestic responsibilities. 

Yet the Democracy for Development study estimates that Kosovo’s GDP would 

rise by at least  per cent if half of these formally inactive women entered the job 

market, even if only half of the women succeed in obtaining employment. 

Business ownership is a relatively strong income-generator in Kosovo, but this 

sphere of economic involvement excludes women as well. Females own a meagre six 

per cent of businesses in Kosovo. Inheritance laws and property claims are predomi-

nantly to blame for women’s economic disadvantages. While the laws explicitly pro-

claim perfect equality between men and women in owning property, the daily truth 

lies on the other extreme of the spectrum. Somehow, with equal inheritance rights 

on the books, women only own  per cent of property in Kosovo, increasing from 

eight per cent in , but staying below other Balkan states and global counterparts. 

On paper, the women of 
post-independence Kosovo 
should be thriving.
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Much of this defi ciency has its origins in ancient social norms, written within the 

Albanian code of ethics, the Kanun. Th is historical rulebook, which was practiced 

in lieu of Yugoslavian laws during pre-independence Kosovo, subverts women to 

second-class citizens. More specifi cally, it demands that all family resources pass 

to male heirs, explicitly bypassing any and all women. Contemporary Kosovar 

culture follows this same expectation of patrilineal secession of resources. Th us, 

upon marriage, a woman moves into her husband’s family home, sharing it with 

her in-laws, but never co-owning the property. Meanwhile, upon her father’s death, 

the woman’s childhood home becomes the property of her brother(s). 

Traditional norms

National legal codes outlining gender equality have not eff ectively eradicated 

such traditions, particularly due to the fact that women have no voice in how or 

when they are practiced. For instance, all-male meetings of elders are responsi-

ble for settling Kosovar property disputes, disadvantaging women from the very 

start. In such meetings, even when a family does not have a son, the elders pass 

the property down to the closest male cousins. 

Many women recognise that they have equal inheritance rights, but they often 

waive their legal rights when property battles arise in courts. Due to powerful cul-

Full emancipation? National independence for Kosovo has done little to push the majority 
of women into greater economic self-suffi  ciency and political empowerment.
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tural expectations, these women may fi nd it shameful to claim their legal share of 

property in the family or in a marriage. On rare occasion, when daughters, wives 

or sisters refuse to give up their legal property rights, family members may alienate 

or even physically threaten the women until they yield.

Th e situation in the courts is not as promising as the national laws proclaim ei-

ther. When a woman gathers up the courage to dispute her unlawful revocation of 

property in a court, she may be ignored by judges, discouraged due to long judicial 

delays, or fi nally win her case only to see her claims insuffi  ciently enforced. Kosovar 

women are aware of such struggles, both against their own families and against the 

state, further diminishing women’s property ownership. In a survey undertaken 

by the Kosovar for Gender Studies Centre from -,  per cent of women 

thought that inheritance, although egalitarian by law, was realistically dictated by 

traditional gender norms. Yet  per cent of these women believe that parents’ 

property should be inherited by both genders in equal parts. Th us, if women did 

not fear social repercussions, such as being ignored and judged by family (feared 

by  per cent) or threatened by male relatives (feared by  per cent), they would 

readily claim full property rights within the family and in court. 

On top of the serious breach of justice, women’s discrimination in property own-

ership produces devastating economic consequences across modern-day Kosovo. 

Women are distanced from participating in the local, national, and international 

economy, as they cannot own businesses, take out loans, or contribute to most 

entrepreneurial activities. Th e more distanced women are from economic inde-

pendence and income-generation, the more they must rely on traditional family 

dynamics and men for their basic needs. In other words, women’s economic dep-

rivation in Kosovo inevitably leads to political and social deprivation.

Cultural context

At fi rst glance, post-independent Kosovo appears to elevate its women to high-

ranking public positions. After all, women’s issues must be respected in a country 

that implements a  per cent gender quota in parliament and elects the Balkan’s fi rst 

female president (from -). Before the war political involvement was virtually 

a man’s monopoly in Kosovo. Today, more women are gaining positions of political 

power, seen via former deputy prime minister Mimoza Kusari-Lila, who was the fi rst 

elected female mayor of a Kosovo municipality, as well as former European Integration 

Minister, Vlora Citaku, now serving as Kosovo’s Ambassador to the United States.

Nevertheless, Kosovo is also a country where male politicians regularly insult 

their women counterparts with the ugliest of sexist terms. For instance, Veteven-
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dosje (“Self-Determination”) party member and former Kosovo ombudsperson Sami 

Kurteshi called Minister of Justice Dhurata Hoxha a “hyena that breeds political 

whoring” and a “cow”. Similar to the case of property rights, women in Kosovo who 

wish to pursue politics or contribute to national discussions have ample techni-

cal opportunities to do so and legally they are encouraged towards such a path. 

But the cultural context leaves much to be desired. Hence, it is not surprising to 

note the marginalisation of women’s issues within Kosovo, especially the rampant 

phenomenon of muted violence.

Serbian forces raped up to , ethnic Albanian women, estimated at . 

per cent of the population, in the two years prior to NATO’s military intervention. 

However few women have spoken publicly about the systematic crimes committed 

against them, and even fewer have received judicial justice against their abusers. By 

revealing their stories of wartime rape, 

these “tainted” women risk shaming 

their families and communities. Once 

recognised in public, she becomes “dirty, 

evil, the castle of the enemy”, said an 

Albanian man to justify why he would 

reject his wife, if she had been raped by 

Serbs during the war. 

Kosovo has come a long way since the 

war in diminishing the stigma of wartime 

rape. It took years for the government 

to recognise victims of sexual violence 

alongside other victims of war, allowing them to receive state benefi ts. Th e stigma 

of rape, stemming from the link between a man’s honour and the perceived purity 

of his female family members, however, continues to weaken eff orts to aid women.

In , fi ve years after independence, an opposition politician was attacked 

outside of her home for advocating legislation on behalf of wartime rape survivors. 

At this time, members of parliament were still arguing over legislation that would 

entitle wartime rape survivors to receive monthly payments. Some cited limited 

state budgets, others claimed diffi  culties in verifying claims, and many feared that 

women would simply cry rape for extra cash. 

By March  wartime rape survivors were included as a distinct category 

of war victims. Former President Atifete Jahjaga, the fi rst female president in the 

Balkans, led eff orts to increase governmental support to wartime rape survivors 

through the new amendment. She formed the National Council on Wartime Rape 

Survivors, relying heavily on NGOs with close ties to women of diff erent regions 

in Kosovo, especially to wartime rape survivors. 

Th e more distanced women are 
from economic independence 

and income-generation, 
the more they must rely on 

traditional family dynamics and 
men for their basic needs.
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On the fi rst anniversary of the council’s launch, Jahjaga announced the creation 

of a fi ve-year commission, charged with documenting each claim. Beyond the much 

needed monetary support, the former president emphasised the rehabilitation of 

survivors, including labour force support, psychological and health services and 

access to judicial justice. But since Jahjaga’s presidential mandate ended in , 

the creation of the commission has been delayed. As in the example of property 

rights, Kosovo’s elite and institutions support women’s empowerment in rhetoric, 

but their practices rarely do. 

Physical abuse

Domestic violence reveals similar trends. In  the government adopted a law 

and a national strategy against domestic violence in response to rising numbers 

of unemployed men taking out their frustrations on their wives. Yet the police in 

Kosovo continue to register over , offi  cially-reported episodes of domestic 

violence every year – not including the many unreported cases. Making matters 

worse, the policing institutions remain underfunded, with undertrained personnel 

in regards to domestic abuse. Th ey, too, are steeped in a culture of victim-blaming, 

often implementing “family reconciliation” eff orts instead of arresting the abusers 

and off ering safety and rehabilitation to the victims.

A recent report by the Kosovo Women’s Network gathered evidence through 

over , survey respondents and  interviews with public organisations. Th e 

network found that  per cent of women have experienced domestic violence in 

their lifetime, increasing from the . per 

cent reported in . Only  per cent of the 

women knew someone who reported the crime 

to authorities. Th us, in almost half of the cases, 

abusers received no punishment.

Moreover, a survey undertaken in  by 

the Kosovo statistics agency and UNICEF 

indicates that almost half of the women in 

Kosovo justify male violence. Th is remains the 

largest unaddressed root of the problem, as 

women internalise domestic abuse as a natu-

ral phenomenon in marriage and fail to report it as a crime. In fact,  per cent 

of women, the report states, accept domestic violence as a fair reaction to certain 

conditions such as not consulting the husband on family decisions or simply hav-

ing an unemployed husband in the home.

Women in Kosovo must 
also be willing to break 
norms and identify issues 
together – politically, 
socially and economically.
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But positive trends emerge as well. Th e percentage of Kosovars who believe 

that “sexual intercourse can never be violence if it happens between two adults 

who are married” has dropped dramatically from  per cent in  to about  

per cent in . Awareness about the existence of laws against domestic violence, 

on the resources available to victims and on the defi nition of the crime itself, has 

increased since . 

Despite such improvements, domestic violence remains a private matter in 

Kosovar culture, meant to be resolved within the family. A woman diminishes 

her family’s reputation if she formally denounces her abuser(s). Since women are 

dependent on their husbands and families for economic support, they perpetuate 

the silence on their own physical abuse. Others are afraid of losing their children 

or retaliatory violence. No current law, no matter how progressive, protects women 

from the cultural tolerance of violence that surrounds them.

* * *

As I walked along the Ibar River with my uncle last summer in Kosovo, I passed 

by a middle-aged couple. Th e man was yelling at the woman while forcefully push-

ing her to move faster. Hardly anyone noticed the display. Even my uncle stopped 

me from reacting with a brisk, “It’s their business.” 

How can political elite and governmental institutions prevent violence and 

discrimination against women when such acts of abuse remain publically normal? 

New laws and commissions will only go so far as they cannot touch the norms al-

ready in existence – norms that have characterised gender interactions in Kosovo 

for hundreds of years. Th e government of Kosovo and its international watchdogs 

are bound to enforce UN Resolution , which demands the full participation 

of women in the post-war political and economic spheres. Yet Kosovo has not met 

this commitment in practice – it has only done so within the written legal code. 

To move forward, Kosovar men and women must focus on changing expectations. 

One way of doing this is by incorporating rigorous social components within public 

education, perhaps including a gender studies component as well as historical les-

sons on women’s roles during the Kosovo war. Th is way, violence against women 

is no longer a private matter, but a public issue – tied to the identity of the state. 

Moreover, the political elite must serve as examples of egalitarianism, instead of 

examples of internalised sexism in the ways that they address female counterparts 

in public. 

Women must also be willing to break norms and identify issues together – 

politically, socially and economically. An informal group in the parliament called 
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Grupi i Grave Deputete, the Women’s Parliamentary Caucus was formed in  

for this purpose. It invites women from all political parties and ethnic groups to 

band together across party lines in search of greater women’s rights. Although in-

formal, their numbers in parliament guarantee the introduction of new legislation, 

the blockage of unfavourable proposals and the steering of political discussions 

toward previously muted concerns. 

Every year for International Women’s Day on March th, Kosovar women or-

ganise protests. Workplace inclusion was this year’s theme. But given the breadth 

of remaining challenges, protests must occur daily at the individual level. Kosovo 

has already produced female leaders, activists, entrepreneurs and countless heroine 

mothers and wives. It is now time for the country to off er all citizens equal rights 

of political and economic involvement – beyond the beautiful legal codes and elite 

exceptions, minus the shame. 

Sidita Kushi is a PhD candidate and lecturer in political science at Northeastern 

University. She researchers and writes on Balkan and Eastern European 

security, transatlantic relations and economic development.



Western Balkan 
memory games

S I M O N E  B E N A Z Z O

In the Western Balkans, Serbian, Croatian and Bosnian authorities 
are all tenaciously engaged in shaping memory, confi rming 

that for nationalist aspirations forgetting is just as important as 
remembering. Th ey adopt a cherry-picking and identity-driven 
approach in moulding memory politics in a revisionist fashion. 

Th e disintegration of the Yugoslav Federation was not only the disintegration 

of a political institution. It was also the disintegration of a collective memory, the 

reminiscence of the glorious fi ght against Nazism during the Second World War 

which resulted in the formation of the Yugoslav socialist state. As researcher Aline 

Sierp wrote in , during the war in the s “the newly emerging countries 

started to break away from the memory traditions formed during the extended 

period of shared statehood”. At the dawn of the post-Yugoslav nation-states, the 

erasure of transnational reminiscence served the political purpose of mobilising the 

nation against the former compatriots. In an attempt to portray the half century of 

Yugoslav unity as a cage restraining nationalist aspirations, the multicultural fabric 

of common history needed to be unravelled and a new national history was woven. 

Th ose who stubbornly swore a devotion to the Yugoslav ideology of “Bratstvo 

i jedinstvo” (Brotherhood and unity), by refusing to embark on the logic of com-

peting nationalisms, faced marginalisation. Th e weaponisation of history was too 

pivotal for fulfi lling the nationalist dream to allow any alternative memory to access 

the public sphere of the fl edging states. It came as no surprise then that one of the 

leading fi gures, and fi rst president of independent Croatia, who rose to prominence 

during the confl ict was Franjo Tuđman – himself a historian.
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Alternative narratives

More than  years have passed since the confl ict and today no real chal-

lenge seems to be posed to state integrity in the Western Balkans on their march 

towards European integration. In the Restern Balkans, as the former Yugoslav 

republics ironically call themselves after Croatia left the club to join the EU in 

, the borders are fi rmly fi xed and monitored by the international community. 

Th e unabated fl ow of provocations by fl amboyant nationalist politicians, such as 

the president of Republika Srpska in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Milorad Dodik, to 

secure their electoral consensus apparently does not constitute any real threat to 

regional stability. However, their alternative narratives are increasingly challenging 

the offi  cial politics of history. Th ey call into question the legitimacy of the ruling 

class, founded on the nationalist encroachment of recent history. 

Along this line, the opening of 

a War Childhood Museum in Janu-

ary this year in Sarajevo that gathers 

and exhibits objects of those who 

witnessed the war as children, ap-

pears to be the last chapter of this 

struggle. Such grassroots initiatives 

join the persistent fi ght between of-

fi cial remembrance, monolithic and 

encapsulated in political projects, 

and the galaxy of scattered individual memories. From the Archduke Franz Ferdi-

nand’s murder in Sarajevo in  to the recent confl icts, the whole th century 

is a fl uid battlefi eld for Western Balkan memory games. Far from originating sym-

posia among historians devoted to genuinely assessing who did what and when, 

it is actually contemporary interests which are at stake in these games. Serbian, 

Croatian and Bosnian authorities are all tenaciously engaged in shaping memory, 

confi rming that for nationalist aspirations, forgetting is as important as remember-

ing, to paraphrase Ernest Renan. Th ey adopt a cherry-picking and identity-driven 

approach in moulding memory politics in a revisionist fashion. Th is has been even 

more evident after the recent return to power in Serbia and Croatia of the same 

nationalist parties which triggered the last confl ict. Th ese opposed narratives in fact 

support each other in crowding out the transnational dimension of remembrance.

Recently, reports of a leaked legislative proposal in Serbia on the commemo-

ration of the Holocaust prompted harsh criticism from activists, who labelled 

it as an attempt to rewrite history. Th e proposal was an obvious step back from 

acknowledging Serbia’s active engagement in ethnic cleansing during the Second 

Belgrade’s collaboration with Nazi 
Germany is being whitewashed, 
whereas atrocities suff ered by the 
Serbs in the region are undergoing 
a process of magnifi cation.
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World War. Although the circulated bill was still only a draft, its implementation 

would fi t harmoniously within revisionist trends in Serbia. 

In  Draža Mihailović, the leader of the Chetniks – Serbian nationalist par-

tisans, was legally rehabilitated. Th e following year a similar rehabilitation proc-

ess was launched for Milan Nedić – who served as prime minister of the Yugoslav 

puppet state that was established between  and  – regardless of the fact 

that it was also thanks to Nedić’s collaboration that the German occupiers man-

aged to declare Serbia “Judenfrei” in . Th e revisionist operation undertaken by 

the current Serbian authorities is shaped by a clear rationale, namely, polishing the 

national history by vigorously obliterating shameful fragments of the recent past. 

Belgrade’s role in the mass deportations of Jews and Roma, as well its collaboration 

with Nazi offi  cials, are being whitewashed, whereas atrocities suff ered by Serbs 

in the region are undergoing a process of magnifi cation. Few places symbolically 

epitomise this Serbian collective trauma better than the Jasenovac concentration 

camp, established by the Ustaša regime in a tiny village in Croatian Slavonia. 

Western Balkan revisionism

Th e commemoration of the horror that took place at the Jasenovac concentration 

camp, held annually on April nd, turned into a major political aff air in Croatia 

last year. Many associations, such as the Co-ordination of Jewish Communities in 

Croatia or the Serbian National Council in Croatia, boycotted the commemoration 

in an open protest against the newly-elected centre-right government. In addition 

to blaming the government’s too feeble voice in condemning acts of intolerance 

against national minorities and other groups, they complained about the govern-

ment’s revisionist politics. Th eir primary target was Zlatko Hasanbegović, the 

newly-appointed Minister of Culture. Paul Hockenos, writing in Foreign Policy 

magazine, labelled Hasanbegović as “an outspoken apologist for the country’s 

World War II-era fascist regime” and an historian whose “work focuses on down-

playing the crimes of the Ustashe and cautiously rehabilitating its ideas”. Predict-

ably, none of the government’s cabinet members took part in the public ceremony 

for the liberation of Zagreb from Nazi occupiers by the Yugoslav National Army 

(Jugoslovenska narodna armija) on May th . 

However, the Western Balkan state with the highest degree of revisionism is 

undoubtedly Bosnia and Herzegovina – due to the recent confl ict and the cum-

bersome state-building path that followed the Dayton Peace Agreements in No-

vember , which divided the country into three entities according to national 

criteria. Th erefore, the struggle between memories on the offi  cial level in Bosnia 
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developed among the three communities: the Bošnjaks, Serbs and Croats. Th e 

leaders of each national community pursue their own memory politics – aiming 

to keep their grip on the rank and fi le by using nationalist rhetoric and profi ting 

from sectarian cleavages. Each group in Bosnia tends to self-victimise and mourn 

for its dead, while blaming the neighbours who committed the violence. Elected 

offi  cials in Bosnia are frantically concerned with maintaining the status quo, i.e. 

their privileged positions, and they give painful memories a cardinal place within 

their profi table divide and rule strategy. 

Th e clash of memories in BiH, therefore, revolves around the symbols of the 

country. Sarajevo and Banja Luka (the capital of Republika Srpska) celebrate two 

diff erent independence days. Sarajevo considers March st its independence day, 

since on that day in  the Bosnian population chose to follow the path already 

undertaken by Croatia and Slovenia and secede from the Yugoslav Federation via 

a referendum heavily boycotted by Serbs. Th e latter had previously announced 

on January th  that their republic did not intend to separate from Serbia 

(Yugoslavia), seen as their motherland. Banja Luka chose this date as “Republika 

Srpska Day”, although this decision has been judged unconstitutional. In fact, for 

the majority of Serbs, March st evokes a memory that is not worth happily cel-

ebrating. It marks the day when Nikola Gardović was killed by Bošnjak extremists 

in Sarajevo during his son’s wedding party – considered to be the fi rst victim of 

the war with Bosnia.

Titostalgia 

If coming to terms with the socialist past and the transition period is a burden-

some activity in every post-communist state (as shown by the contemporary struggle 

between competitive memories in Poland and Hungary), the patterns of socialist 

recollection in the Western Balkans are arguably even more intricate. Due to the 

relatively milder character of the Yugoslav system and its rather tolerant approach 

to civil liberties, the ancien régime elicits far brighter memories than among the 

former Warsaw Pact members. A survey conducted in  revealed that whereas 

just  per cent of Croatian citizens regret the break-up of Yugoslavia, the ratios 

are much higher in Bosnia and Herzegovina (. per cent) and Serbia (. per 

cent). A proportion of the citizenry feels a certain nostalgia for an epoch where 

socio-economic safety and physical security seemed to be granted to every citizen 

that refrained from open political dissent. Th is memorialisation portrays the out-

break of the confl ict as a watershed moment between the peaceful and glorious era 

of the Yugoslav federation and the unpalatable present of divided nation-states. 
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Indeed, dealing with the collective memory of Yugoslavia is impossible without 

mentioning its beloved founder Josip Broz, more commonly known by the nick-

name he chose as a partisan: Tito. In fact, nostalgia comes mostly in the guise of 

“Titostalgia”, which displays two distinctive features. First, it is a collection of untied 

individual memories, because no recognisable collective identity is based on that 

heritage. Second, it is a counter-hegemonic 

memory, since governments reject any 

tight connection with the federalist past. 

In this case, Titostalgia acquires a political 

meaning. Yugoslav citizens saw the inter-

national prestige enjoyed by their leader 

on both sides of the Iron Curtain as proof 

that Tito’s socialism with a human face was 

a successful and viable alternative both 

to capitalism and to Soviet-style communism. Tito’s image is thus invested with 

an emancipatory message that fosters a rejection of the subaltern role the former 

Yugoslav republics are supposedly assigned within the EU integration process. It 

is a constructed memory that is weaponised to criticise contemporary rulers and 

sporadically rise against them. As Slovenian researcher Mitja Velikonja puts it in his 

study of Titostalgia, among the people longing for Yugoslav times, “Broz is a fi gure 

of the present, not of the past.” 

Together with the indigenous politicisation of Titostalgia, its commodifi cation 

plays a decisive role in moulding popular perceptions of the Titoist past. Yugoslav 

iconography and references have become a pop culture phenomenon for tourists, 

increasingly attracted by relinquishes of a past they did not live through. At Café 

Tito in Sarajevo, for instance, it is possible to drink a coff ee in a cosy environment 

surrounded by old-fashioned socialist posters and pictures portraying Tito shak-

ing hands with world leaders from the s and s. Outside, it is also possible 

to take a picture under a banner that still claims “We are Titoists”. However, the 

fact that this café only serves beer imported from Western Europe ironically il-

lustrates that Titoism, as it used to be, has faded away. What is more, Café Tito is 

located next to the Historical Museum and the National Museum of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, forming a full-fl edged memory hub for Bosnians. 

Struggle against forgetting

Twenty metres from Café Tito, towards the Miljacka River, lies another piece 

of this memory hub: a giant can of potted meat. On its marble pedestal, a solemn 

Dealing with the collective 
memory of Yugoslavia is 

impossible without mentioning 
its beloved founder Josip Broz, 

more commonly known as Tito.
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statement reads: “from the grateful population of Sarajevo to the international com-

munity”. It sarcastically commemorates the inaction of the international community 

that watched , days of siege without preventing Serbian forces from killing 

more than , civilians. Th e oft-rotten meat sent by UN agencies to relieve 

the sieged population came to embody their guilty indiff erence. Th is provocative 

monument is an act of collective reaction against the offi  cial memory, which usu-

ally avoids engaging in an open criticism of the international community. Yet, it 

demonstrates what ordinary people in the Western Balkans remember and wish 

to commemorate. 

As Milan Kundera’s famous max-

im reminds us, “the struggle of man 

against power is the struggle of mem-

ory against forgetting”. Individual 

memories of transnational pain and 

mutual support have increasingly been 

evoked, especially in highly-polarised states like BiH and Kosovo. Th is transnation-

ality connects memories that may seem unlikely at a fi rst sight. Th ey are personal 

memories which struggle not to be swallowed and obscured by the offi  cial narrative. 

By and large, these memories turn into claims that yearn to fuzz the dichotomy 

between victims and perpetrators, by stating that the distinction does not follow 

national lines. Th e rationale behind projects such as the War Childhood Museum 

is precisely gathering the victims of the confl ict, selected according to their age 

not their nationality. 

Similarly, in , Kosovo-born artist Alketa Xhafa-Mripa arranged an exhibition 

at Pristina’s main stadium. Former Yugoslavia stadiums entail a symbolic mean-

ing: they often served as concentration camps to round up prisoners and harass 

them during the war. Th e artist invited women from both Albanian and Serbian 

communities to bring a piece of cloth. Once she collected all the pieces, she hung 

them out as if it was common laundry. Th e lines of fl uttering clothes embodied, 

for one day, the identicalness of pain. Th ey blurred into one multi-colour, global 

act of cathartic remembrance.

However, not only is sorrow commemorated, but proactive acts of solidarity have 

also been gradually emerging. Th eir very existence defuses the hegemonic narrative 

of inter-communitarian hatred and it contradicts the assumption that decisions 

taken during the confl icts automatically derived from one’s national belonging. It 

is the case of the Jewish chemist Hajim Altarac from Vares, who sent medical aid, 

food and hygiene products to internees of any nationality to the Jasenovac concen-

tration camp. Many of the prisoners would have not survived without his help. It 

is also the case of the Hardaga family, Muslims that saved the Kavilio family, their 

Not only is sorrow commemorated, 
but proactive acts of solidarity have 
also been gradually emerging.
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Jewish neighbours, from Nazis roundups despite the threat of being shot. When the 

war broke out in Bosnia  years later, the Kavilio family had not forgotten. Th ey 

rescued their old friends by bringing them to Jerusalem, where they now live. It 

is also seen in the case of a Bošnjak commander, named Amir Reko, who decided 

not to take revenge on Serbian inhabitants of Bučje, although Serbian troops had 

killed his entire family just three days earlier. 

Komšiluk

Th ese stories are only three small examples among the many of inter-commu-

nitarian solidarity. Nevertheless, they prove the existence of a rising memory of 

those who deserted from nationalist ranks and chose to only see human suff ering. 

Propagating such stories is instrumental in widening the scope of memory games 

played by authorities. As transnational memories focus on pain and mutual support 

without taking national boundaries into account, they may coalesce into a collec-

tive memory that openly challenges the legitimacy of the top-down narrative and 

encourage us to overcome national divisions. 

In Bosnia, this transnational identity is by no means new. It is actually rooted in 

the old tradition of komšiluk, an ancient Ottoman term used to express the concept 

of “good-neighbourliness”. Komšiluk means solidarity among neighbours, mutual 

support, respect and tolerance of beliefs shared by those living next door. Traces 

of it remain and sometimes are visible. If while sipping a coff ee in a kafana in Sara-

jevo, a foreigner asked a citizen who attacked the city in , expecting to hear 

“Serbs”, he could instead receive a puzzling answer. “Seljaci (a pejorative term for 

peasants, barbarians, and uneducated people) did that,” he would probably reply. 

“None of us (i.e. Bošnjaks, Croats, Serbs, Jews, Roma that practiced the komšiluk) 

could ever have done anything so foolish and despicable.” 

Simone Benazzo studies at the College of Europe in Warsaw. He worked as 

editor-in-chief for the Western Balkans at East Journal (Italian magazine) until 

March  and contributed articles to many Italian publications, such as Th e 

Towner and Prismo. His main academic interests are memory politics, gender 

studies, Islamophobia and nationalism in the Balkans and Eastern Europe.



Presidential election 
in Serbia – 

Unfair but square
J E L E N A  M I L IĆ

Th e March  presidential election in Serbia further 
consolidated Aleksander Vučić’s grip on power within 
the country. Th ere is no doubt that he will continue to 

proclaim himself as a champion of Serbia’s EU integration. 
However, in reality, he is an autocrat, at best.

Th e Serbian presidential election won by Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić was 

deemed unfair by many observers, who claimed there were some serious breaches 

of election rules. It was square, however, in the sense that it should leave no illu-

sions to Serbs and the international community as who currently rules the country. 

Vučić’s self-described “catch all” Serbian Progressive Party and their ten coalition 

partners, led by the Serbian Socialist Party, have an overwhelming majority in Ser-

bia today. Th e coalition is so broad that it is made up of people who support and 

promote fi gures like Veselin Šljivančanin (the convicted war criminal), colleagues 

who use lobbying services of the former German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder, 

confi dantes of Vladimir Putin and self-proclaimed allies of Angela Merkel. Here, 

anything goes.

Th e European Union and United States seem to understand the current situa-

tion in Serbia and they are preparing themselves to deal with certain contingen-

cies. Th is seems to be unsettling and revealing at the same time. However it is not 

anything new; it has been known for some time already that Vučić plays the role 

of a Serbian Janus – the god of duplicity. 
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Born-again democrat

Vučić claims to the leader of Serbia’s alleged EU integration and is the key person 

to deliver on NATO’s interests in the region, while at the same time “playing nice” 

with Russia. In reality, he is, at best, an autocrat. It is too often forgotten that Vučić 

was a prominent fi gure and one of the architects of Slobodan Milošević’s regime, 

infamously known for its war crimes. Despite this, the West and many genuine 

progressive fi gures in Serbia have attempted to grant him the status as a re-born 

democrat. Yet the Brussels-led agreement on Kosovo has hit a dead end, the macro 

fi nancial stability of the country is on shaky ground, the situation of refugees and 

migration fl ows is dubious from a human rights perspective and Serbia’s ad hoc 

contribution to the war on terrorism has a huge blind spot for anything coming 

from Russia (or anything going from Serbia to Ukraine). Moreover, the position 

of prosecutor for war crimes in Serbia has now been vacant for more than  

months. Transitional justice is reduced to shotgun reconciliation photo-ops. Th e 

entire region of the Western Balkans remains fertile ground for the politicisation 

of ethnicity, poor governance, corruption and many other systemic errors. 

At the same time, part of the so-

called Serbian democratic opposition – 

a wide spectre from the extreme-right 

party Dveri, the hard-core nationalist 

Vuk Jeremić, to the soft nationalist Saša 

Janković – a former ombudsperson who 

won approximately  per cent in the 

presidential election – have failed to 

off er any meaningful progressive alter-

native to Vučić and the “hypocritical” 

EU – as they put it. Th e Janković campaign was packed with vague statements on 

the signifi cance of the rule of law, devoid of regional or global context. Th e current 

constitution was off ered in the place of any real political platform. 

Th e trend of new parties and movements in Serbia, which are basically poor 

copy and paste versions of Vucić (like Janković), is upsetting. Coalitions of sin-

gle-issue movements do not have well-developed, comprehensive programmes 

that can address st century challenges. Th is is best illustrated by the emerging 

students’ nationalist-left movements which have popped up quite recently. Th ey 

appear to be recycled Jeremić and Janković supporters and despite their hype in 

some prominent Serbian and regional web portals and the mainstream media in 

the West, these movements will most certainly be short-lived. In fact, they waste 

energy and credibility by making weak claims about electoral fraud and the general 

Th e entire region of the Western 
Balkans remains fertile ground 

for politicisation of ethnicity, 
poor governance and corruption.
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unfairness of “Serbian dictatorship and global capital”. At the same time, their sup-

porters failed to cover all the polling places and provide good election oversight 

due to a lack of infrastructure and procedural knowledge. It is too little, too late; 

too retro and too leftist for mainstream Serbia. One can only wonder if they have 

ever heard of the Dutch Greens or D.

Nenad Čanak, the leader of the Vojvodina province League of Social Democrats 

and its candidate in the presidential election, addressed many relevant issues rang-

ing from Russia to decentralisation and NATO. However, he failed to put them 

into a cohesive campaign format –which is a shame and should serve as a lesson 

for liberal Serbians. His chaotic campaign missed several opportunities and in the 

end resulted in a miserable . per cent of the offi  cial vote.

Luka Maksimović – aka Beli Preletačević, the notorious Mr White Flip-Flopper – 

won approximately ten per cent of the vote. Maksimović is not a “comedian”, as he 

is often described by many in the media. What he has done, though, is expose the 

Vucić regime for what it is: a self-interested, opportunistic, corrupted structure. 

Clearly, he now faces serious choices if he wants to remain in politics. Th e  

Belgrade mayor election will be a key one to watch – especially if Beli runs. But, 

again, one can wonder if he too has ever heard of the Dutch Greens or D.

Newly elected president, Aleksander Vučić (left, still as prime minister), recently hosting a European 
delegation in Serbia. The way ahead for Vučić and his country is complicated, to say the least.

Photo: Courtesy of European Com
m

ission
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Force for reconciliation?

Mid-April this year was a signifi cant period for Serbia in the sense that Vučić’s 

opposition has failed to grasp any momentum or demonstrate basic knowledge 

of global and regional trends. At the same time, when the New York Times ran an 

editorial about the dangers of Vučić’s autocratic trajectory, US Senator John Mc-

Cain visited Serbia, as well as Slovenia, Croatia, Montenegro and Kosovo, dur-

ing a Balkan tour. During this trip, McCain labelled Vučić’s Serbia as “a force for 

reconciliation in Eastern Europe”. And just a few days later, the German foreign 

minister, Sigmar Gabriel, praised Serbia as “an anchor of stability” and a country 

that helps reduce tensions.

However, the Atlantic Council, a prominent bi-partisan think tank based in 

Washington DC, ran an article by Balkan expert, Dimitar Bechev, depicting what 

is currently happening in the country. “Whatever happens next,” Behcev writes, 

“the news from Serbia is not good for either the EU or the United States. Vučić can 

please his partners in the West and deliver on security and regional stability, but 

his whole career is a testament to the fact that the western project of integrating 

the Balkans and Eastern Europe is fraught. Political elites know how to talk the 

talk but rarely walk the walk when it comes to democracy and good governance. 

Given the EU’s support for Vučić, whether tacit or open (Austrian Foreign Minis-

ter Sebastian Kurz was amongst the fi rst to congratulate Serbia’s president-elect), 

it seems the periphery is changing the EU. European leaders have opted for an 

alliance of convenience with would-be autocrats rather than genuine reformers. 

European concerns about stability trumps any aspiration to transform countries 

and societies. Th is prospect will not make reformers in Kyiv or Tbilisi happy and 

certainly provides wind in the Kremlin’s sails.”

Th e only missing clue in this description of 

Vučić’s Serbia is the assumption that he is the one 

who makes all the decisions – thus undermining 

various institutions, the political opposition, and 

media. Yet if this was the case, it would not be so 

bad. But Vučić is not just the local Janus who calls 

all of the shots. Th ere are several confl icted centres 

of interests that he does not seem to have control 

over, despite his claims to the contrary. And the 

list includes some very dubious and dangerous 

elements in Serbia, including Russian infl uence, war criminals, monopolists, rent 

a coup d’état (such as in Montenegro), foreign fi ghters, tycoons, and a growing 

Chinese presence. 

Th e opposition to Vučić 
has failed to grasp any 
momentum following 

the presidential election.
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A way forward?

Th e way ahead for Serbia is complicated, to say the least. Th e EU, US and NATO 

still have some buttons to press that can, at least, force Vučić to show his hand. 

Th e EU should open up (and not push under the carpet as it does now) Chapter 

 – which creates the framework for common European security and defence – in 

the accession negotiation process with Serbia as a litmus test of its commitments 

to the EU. Such a move would give a more realistic evaluation of Vucić and his 

undisclosed ties with Russia, as well as his willingness to impose some kind of 

democratic oversight over the security structures in the state. 

Furthermore, NATO, not being obsolete any more, could also press Vučić to 

address Serbia’s recent history with at least several reviews of Kosovo victims and 

to advance a more realistic view of the causes and consequences of NATO air 

strikes in . Th e IMF and EU can demand more clarity on how to fi ll the gaps 

in Serbia’s budget. Lastly, since it is Vučić who has been elected president, he has 

the power to dismiss General Ljubiša Diković, the chief of staff  of the Serbian Army 

who is heavily compromised due to his participation in and during the confl icts in 

Bosnia and Kosovo. Whether or not such moves will be made in the near future 

remains an open question. 

Jelena Milić is a political analyst and director of the Belgrade-based think tank Center for 

Euro-Atlantic Studies. She has previously worked as a political analyst and researcher for 

the International Crisis Group and the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia.



Protests, plots and proxies
K E N N E T H  M O R R I S O N

Th e political developments which have unfolded in Montenegro 
over the last  months could have come straight out of 

a Hollywood script. Th e dynamics of which are made up of 
a sequence of protests, political manoeuvring, allegations of 

a Russian-backed assassination plot and a political elite determined 
to hang on to power. All the while, this tiny Balkan state is trying 
to maintain its course towards NATO and the European Union. 

Th ough close to attaining full NATO membership (over which there is little 

public consensus) and making progress in their quest to join the European Union, 

Montenegro remains in the midst of a lengthy domestic political crisis, one that 

has become increasingly internationalised. Th e ongoing political struggle between 

the government, led by the Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS) and the opposi-

tion, has long and complex roots. Th e most recent crisis can be traced back to the 

September/October  anti-government protests in Podgorica, whereupon the 

opposition coalition, the Democratic Front, or DF, began a -hour anti-govern-

ment protest. Assembling a tent city outside the parliament building, described 

by the protest’s organisers as the “fi rst free territory in Montenegro”, DF activists 

simultaneously endeavoured to give the protests a distinct brand, under the ban-

ner “Freedom Seeks People”, launching a dedicated website, a Facebook page and 

Twitter account (their aim being to crowd-fund the revolution). 

Government claims that the DF was funded not by random donations but by 

Serb nationalists with ties to Russia had been made within a context in which ac-

cusations of Russian meddling in the Montenegrin political process had become 

commonplace. Indeed, bilateral relations between Podgorica and Moscow soured 

as Montenegro moved closer to NATO membership and after the Montenegrin 

government supported EU sanctions against Russia. Allegations of Russian in-
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volvement in the October  protests fuelled further deterioration in relations. 

Th e DF, for their part, rejected Russian involvement, claiming that the protests 

were not pro-Russian or even anti-NATO, but motivated by their demand for 

Montenegro’s “fi rst free and fair elections”. 

From opposition to victims

Little evidence exists that the DF could mobilise suffi  cient numbers to force 

the government to meet their demands. Th e leaders of the protests, despite the 

modern, social media-savvy image that they attempted to project, were well-known 

fi gures with a lengthy record in opposing the government. It seemed improbable, 

therefore, that the DF could appeal to an electorate beyond their own narrow base 

and the early stages of the protests appeared to illustrate this. However, the govern-

ment’s decision to clear the tent city on October th  changed the dynamics 

overnight. Th e police intervened in a manner that was somewhat heavy handed 

with a number of DF leaders claiming to have been beaten. Milan Knežević, the 

leader of the Democratic People’s Party, part of the DF coalition, was hospitalised 

as a consequence of injuries sustained. Th e harsh nature of the police operation thus 

played straight into the hands of the DF. 

Th ese events presented the DF with 

the opportunity to cast themselves as 

victims of police brutality and state op-

pression. DF activists captured (largely 

on mobile phones) numerous images 

and videos of police restraining and 

beating demonstrators which were then 

disseminated through social media. 

Th e government, conversely, had no 

equally eff ective narrative to justify 

the police actions. Th e images of the 

events changed the dynamics dramati-

cally exceeding even the expectations of the protest organisers and the following 

evening a signifi cantly larger crowd descended in Podgorica to demonstrate against 

the police brutality. Th e DF leaders boldly demanded that the government had 

“six days to resign” and they called on all citizens of Montenegro and opposition 

parties to join the protests in the following weekend. 

Six days later, the numbers gathered in the centre of Podgorica far outstripped 

those of previous demonstrations. Th e DF’s leaders, perhaps themselves surprised 

Government claims that opposition 
protests were funded by Serb 
nationalists with ties to Russia 
had been made within a context 
in which accusations of Russian 
meddling in Montenegro had 
become commonplace.
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at the size of the gathering and realising they may never mobilise such numbers 

again, sought to harness the anger and energy of the crowd. As the rally concluded, 

a number of protestors walked towards the parliament. By accident or design, the 

situation quickly deteriorated. When demonstrators began to throw rocks and 

fi recrackers, police and special anti-terrorist units responded with tear gas and 

batons. Th e government, caught off -guard the previous weekend, ensured that 

they prevailed in the information war. Viewers of Montenegro’s state television 

(RTCG) broadcast ad nauseam footage of the protestors’ attempts to enter the 

parliament building. Th e Montenegrin prime minister, Milo Djukanović, issued 

a statement describing the protesters’ actions as an attempted coup d’état, stating 

that the DF were seeking to reverse Montenegro’s path to NATO membership 

and undermine the country’s statehood, while pro-government media claimed 

that Serbian nationalist groups Nacionalni stroj (National Alignment) and Obraz 

(Honor) had participated in the violence. 

Th e DF sought to limit the damage by claiming that those responsible for the 

violence had been placed by Montenegro’s national security agency to discredit the 

DF-led protests. Th e momentum behind the protests, in any event, soon waned and 

Montenegro’s formal invitation to join NATO (received on December nd ) 

saw the DF change their strategy, with more focus being placed on a “No to NATO” 

campaign (offi  cially organised by NOVA, one of the parties within the DF coalition). 

Stability vs. change

In the midst of ongoing protests and demands from other opposition parties to 

create a transitional government, the authorities came under signifi cant pressure 

from within their own governing coalition. Th e junior coalition partner, the SDP, 

had become increasingly critical of the DPS and thus Djukanović called for a vote 

of confi dence in the government to be held. Th e DF dismissed this as a stunt in-

tended only to stymie any possibility of the opposition still in the parliament from 

joining the DFs boycott. Yet in January  the “working group for parliamentary 

dialogue”, involving opposition parties who had not boycotted the parliament and 

the government, began. During the protracted debates the DF continued their 

protests outside the assembly building stating that if the DPS-led government 

were to fall they would suspend their protests, declare victory and call on all op-

position parties to discuss the formation of an interim government. In any event, 

the government survived the vote of confi dence by a narrow margin and thereafter 

talks on creating an interim government, which would include a number of posts 

for opposition parties, began.
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In the meantime, Andrija Mandić and Milan Knežević from the DF visited Mos-

cow as part of a delegation that met with high-level Russian offi  cials including the 

Duma president, Sergey Narishkin. Th ere they conveyed the DF’s desire to main-

tain good relations with Moscow, pledging that if they attained power they would 

reverse the Montenegrin government’s decision to support EU sanctions. Th ey 

also stated that they had high hopes that their proposal for Montenegro to adopt 

a Swiss model (whereby Montenegro would not join the NATO alliance but instead 

declare neutrality) would gain momentum. Th e meeting, however, only served to 

bolster the Montenegrin government claims that the DF was a proxy of the Kremlin.

By April  the domestic political scene appeared to be stabilising. A power-

sharing agreement was reached between the opposition (excluding the DF) and 

the government, one that would give fi ve ministries to the opposition with the 

objective of fostering greater confi dence in election processes. Th is was realised 

only to a limited extent, and the tone and content of the subsequent campaigns 

for the October  elections was combative. Th e ruling DPS claimed that a vote 

for them would ensure stability, economic growth, increased investment in the 

country’s infrastructure, an affi  rmation of Montenegro’s independence and future 

integration into NATO and the EU. 

Th e opposition parties emphasised the need for a change after  years of DPS 

rule, growing unemployment and high-level corruption while accusing the DPS of 

using state resources to buy votes. Th e DF’s campaign was well organised, relatively 

glossy and gained momentum as the election neared. Moreover, the Ključ (Key) 

coalition – made up of the Democratic Alliance, the Socialist People’s Party and 

United Reform Action parties – claimed that the DPS had been an abject failure in 

government, while Democratic Montenegro (DCG), although running independ-

ently, expressed a willingness to work for a grand alliance of anti-DPS opposition 

parties after the election – indeed, the DF, Key and the DCG all claimed that the 

basis for an opposition coalition that could form a government existed. 

Sense of crisis

As the election drew closer, the atmosphere became increasingly toxic. Th e DPS 

alleged that the DF would, in the event of a DPS victory, attempt to destabilise 

Montenegro and stop its accession to NATO. Simultaneously, Montenegrin po-

lice announced that they had received operational information suggesting “certain 

elements” may attempt to instigate unrest. Soon after, they began to reveal details 

of an alleged state coup, based on information received from a former policeman, 

Mirko Velimirović. On the basis of that information, Bratislav Dikić, a former Ser-
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bian Gendarmerie who, it was alleged, was part of a criminal organisation tasked 

with subverting the electoral process and attacking citizens and police near gov-

ernment buildings in Podgorica, was arrested. Dikić denied involvement claiming 

that he had been on a short visit to Montenegro – to visit the Ostrog monastery 

near Nikšić on account of his ill-health. In total,  Serbian citizens were arrested.

To add to the sense of crisis, Montenegro’s Agency for Electronic Communications 

ordered the country’s three mobile operators to shut down Viber and WhatsApp 

services (used quite eff ectively by the DF) on the pretext that a signifi cant volume 

of spam was being sent via these services – though such claims were questioned 

by the opposition who argued that 

they had been blocked to stop citizens 

reporting electoral irregularities. 

As early results came in, it was evi-

dent that the DPS had only achieved 

a relative majority, failing to garner 

enough votes to secure a parliamen-

tary majority (. per cent of the vote 

and  seats in parliament). Th e DF 

performed well, wining . per cent 

of the vote and  seats. As the party 

with the largest share of the vote, it 

was incumbent on the DPS to form a governing coalition – one that would hold 

at least  of the  seats in the Montenegrin parliament. 

But it was not the formation of the government that became the primary prob-

lem. Rather it were the claims, and counter-claims, over the existence of the so-

called state coup, with the Montenegrin government providing what they said was 

evidence of an organised action. On October th the Montenegrin government 

announced that it had reasonable suspicion that an organised criminal group made 

up of  Serbian citizens and led by Dikić had plotted to launch a coup d’état on 

election night. Th e government released what they claimed were transcripts of 

a conversation between Dikić and Aleksander Sindjelić – a Serbian citizen who 

allegedly fought for Russian-sponsored separatist forces in eastern Ukraine and 

accused of being one of Dikić’s co-conspirators.

The plot thickens

Th e controversy was interrupted briefl y with the announcement that Milo 

Djukanović would step down as prime minister and that Duško Marković, former 

In October  the Montenegrin 
government announced that it 
had reasonable suspicion that 

an organised criminal group 
made up of  Serbian citizens 

had plotted to launch a coup 
d’état on election night.
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head of Montenegro’s state security, had been nominated by the DPS to succeed 

him. However, on October th  Aleksander Vučić, Serbia’s then prime min-

ster (and recently elected president), announced that arrests had been made in 

Serbia connected to the coup attempt and three days later he revealed that the 

Serbian Security Information Agency had proof that pro-Russian groups were 

closely monitoring Djukanović’s movements, revealing that , euros and 

a number of stolen Montenegrin police uniforms had been seized (these were, 

it was alleged, to be worn by core members of the group during the coup). Two 

Russian citizens, Eduard Shirokov and Vladimir Popov, who were alleged to have 

been members of the Russian military intelligence, had been held in Serbia and 

permitted to return to Moscow only after a visit to Belgrade by Nikolai Patrushev, 

a senior Russian security offi  cial. 

Th e plot thickened on November st when Sindjelić turned himself over to the 

Montenegrin authorities. In custody he negotiated a deal, agreeing to provide pros-

ecutors with details about the planning of the coup. Th e Montenegrin prosecutor, 

Milivoje Katnić, then publically declared that the government had prevented the 

plot – which was a planned attack on the Montenegrin parliament and the arrest 

(and possible assassination) of Djukanović which was to be used to cause panic, 

unrest and destabilisation – all with the aim of halting the country’s accession to 

NATO. Th e DF’s responded that the entire story had been fabricated. 

Montenegrin Prime Minister Duško Marković and his DPS-led government hope that NATO 
membership is assured before preparations are underway for next year’s presidential election.

Photo: courtesy of N
ATO
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As details of the alleged coup continued to emerge, the new Montenegrin gov-

ernment (made up of members from the DPS, the social democrats and a number 

of ethnic minority parties) was formally established. Th e opposition stated that 

they did not recognise the results of the election and that they would not return to 

parliament until the coup was investigated by an independent commission. Further 

developments in the investigation of the coup hardened their resolve to continue 

with the boycott. In late November , Sindjelić, as the main suspect, was released 

from prison and granted the status of a “protected witness”. He was permitted to 

return to Belgrade on the basis that he would continue to assist the investigation. 

Montenegrin prosecutors applied further pressure on the leaders of the DF (both 

Andrija Mandić and Milan Knežević were singled-out as those most likely to have 

had knowledge of the plot). Hard evidence of the alleged coup has yet to be revealed, 

though the allegations have been enthusiastically embraced by a number of British 

government offi  cials, including Boris Johnson, the foreign secretary, and Th eresa 

May, the prime minister, as evidence of Russian involvement in the Western Balkans. 

No end in sight

In the meantime, Montenegro’s ongoing political crisis shows little sign of abat-

ing and is likely to continue as those alleged to have been involved in the coup go 

through the legal process. Th e country is set to join NATO in May this year fol-

lowing the ratifi cation of their membership by the US Senate at the end of March. 

Th e government says they have attempted to reach out to the opposition to end the 

boycott, while the opposition maintains that no such eff orts have been made and 

continued to call for new elections. Th e opposition bloc has demonstrated unity 

vis-à-vis the boycott, but while they share similar objectives they have adopted 

very diff erent strategies for achieving their goals. 

Th e DPS-led government will hope that NATO membership is assured before 

preparations are underway for next year’s presidential election. With the incumbent 

Filip Vujanović unable to stand again, it is likely that the candidate will be Milo 

Djukanović, who formally served as the country’s prime minister back in the s. 

Nevertheless, he remains a powerful fi gure and as chairman of the DPS retains 

direct infl uence over party matters. Djukanović’s previous retirements are more 

akin to short sabbaticals and a clear sign that he may return as the DPS’s presi-

dential candidate in . If he does become president, he will return to a political 

landscape that is febrile and combative. 

Kenneth Morrison is a professor of modern Southeast European 

history at De Montfort University, United Kingdom. 
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Public media in a deeply 
fragmented country

A N T O N I O  S C A N C A R I E L L O

Much like many other spheres in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the public media remain a sector that is bitterly divided and 
barely functioning. Moreover, the fractioning of the media 

provides fertile ground to the politics of ethnic divisions, serving 
a political, often ethnically or nationalist, based agenda. 

Th ere is no doubt that free and objective mass media are vital in establishing 

and maintaining the well-being of an open, democratic society. Th is becomes even 

more important for societies which are in the process of transition to democracy. 

Th is is the case in several Central and Eastern European countries, especially in 

the Western Balkans. Th e authoritarian governments in power before the end of 

the Yugoslav Wars, and the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement in , devel-

oped a mass media system aimed at controlling the political agenda, making them 

a mouth-piece for the established political elite and used primarily for propaganda 

purposes. Th e passage from state-run mass media to a public one has yet to be 

fully completed despite the enacting of several legal reforms.

Th e example of Bosnia and Herzegovina is a particularly interesting one to ana-

lyse. Th e tripartite structure of the country, served by a pluralist system of public 

broadcasting, off ers insights into the state of the media as well as the current po-

litical and social moods there.

Divided and polarised

Public broadcasting in Bosnia and Herzegovina, like many others around Central 

and Eastern Europe, underwent important structural changes in the s. Th is 
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was a period which witnessed the state-owned media’s political bankruptcy fol-

lowing the collapse of communism which paved the way for the plurality of private 

broadcasters. In the Western Balkans, this was also a decade marred by wars and 

the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Following the wars state-owned television was given 

the opportunity to transform into public media with new broadcasters trying to 

distance themselves from the government and the state, off ering balanced coverage.

Th e particular political composition of today’s Bosnia and Herzegovina, or BiH, 

has led to the creation of a peculiar public broadcasting system. BiH is made up 

of two political entities: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republika 

Srpska. Th ere are three constituent peoples: Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats. Th is results 

in a divided and polarised society whose composition is refl ected in the structure 

of the country’s media as well.

Th ere are three main state-owned 

television stations in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina: BHT, a state-wide 

broadcaster; FTV, at the federation 

level (part of Radio-Television of 

the Federation of BiH – RTVFBiH, 

covering the Bosnia-Herzegovina 

as an entity); and RTRS, of Repub-

lika Srpska, the other entity of the 

country. Th ere are also  registered 

TV stations at the local and regional 

levels. Ethnicity plays an important role in the composition of audiences. Many 

TV channels directly address only one particular area and strata of the country, 

leaving out other ethnicities which are a minority in a given region, thus redefi ning 

the concept of public interest along ethnic lines. Th is also applies to newspapers 

and other media forms.

Th e fragmentation of media in BiH provides fertile ground to political, often 

ethnically or nationalist, based agendas. According to Tarik Jusić, the head of the 

Sarajevo-based Analitika Center for Social Research: “Th e question here is: is it 

the model that causes such implementation failure, since it is not a good model, 

or is it the local political and fi nancial interests that would undermine any model, 

no matter how good or bad it is? I think the reality is somewhere in between, as 

is often the case when international media assistance meets the realities of tran-

sitional societies.” 

Bosnian broadcasting has suff ered from the attitudes of local and international 

institutions alike, all unable to implement the legal frameworks that were set up. 

Th e Offi  ce of the High Representative, which was created to oversee the imple-

Many TV channels only directly 
address one area and strata of the 

country, leaving out other ethnicities 
which are a minority in a given 

region, thus redefi ning the concept 
of public interest along ethnic lines.
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mentation of the Dayton Agreement, imposed a framework for reform, but its 

implementation has failed. Fee collection is one example of this. Th e most impor-

tant source of revenue, the user fee, is based on a mixed system where the largest 

share of fees are collected by telecommunication operators, while internal services 

(e.g. the two entities’ TV) collect fees from households who do not pay through 

landline phone bills. Th e fee is around . euros per month. According to the 

South East European Media Observatory, a new system of revenue and licensing 

fees collection was not adopted after the previous one expired in mid-, and 

the collection of fees through telecom and cable companies, electronic billing, 

internal collection services of the public service broadcasters or as a media tax, 

remains to be implemented.

Domino effect

Th e new underfunded broadcasters have developed formal and informal ad-

ministrative links to governments and no clear commitment to the public. Th is 

breach of law was never adequately addressed by state institutions, suggesting signs 

of political negligence while investments are only taken into account if they are 

on the local entity level. All in all, the funding of public broadcasting often comes 

through the state budget. As noted by the Index on Censorship: “Th e slow and 

clumsy transformation of the state broadcasters into public ones was guided by the 

bureaucrats ... the driving force behind the transformation was almost exclusively 

the activity of Strasbourg and Brussels. We all know that in the words of European 

institutions ‘public service broadcasting is a vital element of democracy in Europe.’”

Th is is well explained by the 

case of media in Republika Srpska 

which follows clear separatist politi-

cal lines, cutting state-level broad-

casting out of the picture entirely. 

Th e practice could start a domino 

eff ect as Croat political leaders are 

pushing for the creation of a chan-

nel in Croatian. Th is undermines 

not only the overall functioning of the mass media and public broadcasting, but it 

is also a threat to the country’s political life. Th ese trends also illustrate the level 

of control that governments (on both the entity and national levels) exert over 

mass media. It is worth noting that mass media is considered to be more neutral 

and deemed less relevant for political actors. Th e three broadcasters have been 

Th e media in Republika Srpska 
follow clear separatist political lines, 
cutting state-level broadcasting 
out of the picture entirely.
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criticised for political bias and a lack of niche and investigative programmes, ones 

dealing with marginalised groups. Low viewership rates – the lowest belonging to 

the state-level broadcaster, with four to six per cent – led to an increase in com-

mercial content which would explain the somewhat better rates reached by RTRS 

(- per cent).

Non-transparent spending, nepotism, corruption, management failures and 

politicised appointments are other hindrances noted by the South East European 

Media Observatory. Moreover, the increasing apathy of citizens towards these 

issues and the ruling political powers free both mass media and their governors 

from public accountability. Bosnian citizens often express their negative opin-

ions about the country’s mass media. Th e NGO Mediacentar has noted that 

many in Bosnia refuse to pay the licencing fee due to poor quality standards 

and bad signal reception. Th ere should be calls for more attention to the qual-

ity of programme content and for the public’s right to be informed; the public 

is increasingly losing trust in state media that more and more resembles pure 

political propaganda. 

As the media observatory suggested, “the bottom line is that BiH, as a deeply 

fragmented country, cannot aff ord to lose the state-level public broadcaster that 

at least in theory should have the cohesive role and contribute to the integration 

of the fragmented public space in Bosnia and Herzegovina”. What could be done 

to improve mass media in a highly polarised, divided, and multi-ethnic country?

Models for BiH?

In their study of public broadcasting titled Divided Th ey Fall – Public service 

broadcasting in multi-ethnic states, editors Sandra Bašić-Hrvatin, Mark Th ompson 

and Tarik Jusić tackle public media in diverse societies like Belgium, Switzerland, 

Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. A comparison of such cases provides 

insight and lessons on how to better understand and improve the media landscape 

in BiH. Th e case of Belgium, for example, is based on an eff ective model of con-

sociational decision-making; while Switzerland relies on a highly de-centralised 

model and through power-sharing among the diff erent cantons.

In Belgium, each of the three cultural communities (Dutch or Flemish-speaking, 

French-speaking and German-speaking) has its own public service broadcasting 

system, all deriving from a former, united public broadcaster. Belgium has not had 

a public broadcaster working for the whole of the country since the late s. In-

stead, it remains under the power of the communities. Th e boards of directors of 

public broadcasting companies refl ect the proportion of seats held by the politi-
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cal parties represented in the Community Parliaments. Th is system consolidated 

the politicisation of public broadcasting. Each of the three cultural and linguistic 

communities defi ned in the Constitution has its own media and the three systems 

are totally independent of one another. Th e central government seldom intervenes 

since it has no power over the three broadcasters. Th e three organisations only 

address their own communities, without promoting a sense of national identity 

underlining how PSBs could speed up processes of dissociation.

Similarly, Switzerland is a con-

federation of  cantons defi ned 

as states by the constitution. Pow-

er-sharing links between them 

and the federal government are 

regulated by a highly decentral-

ised system, according to which 

cantons have autonomy in shaping 

their political systems. Th ere is 

no national media and the whole 

mass media system is based on 

the linguistic diff erences present in the country. As Nena Skopljanac explains, the 

Swiss public service broadcaster, SRG SSR idée suisse, (SRG) runs two television 

channels (three for the Germans peaking area) and between three and fi ve radio 

stations each for the German, French and Italian parts of the country. For Rhaeto-

Romanic Switzerland, there is an almost complete radio programme and part of 

a television programme. Each area is connected with some other foreign country 

speaking the same language (e.g. Germany, France, Austria and Italy) and people 

almost exclusively use media in their own language.

Freedom of the media and their autonomy is granted by the Swiss constitution. 

Media is independent from the state at federal, cantonal and communal levels. In ad-

dition, the constitution also permits an appeals body, independent of the authorities 

and parliament. SRG holds two charters, which provides guidelines and aims (e.g. 

making sure that all the language areas are covered, promoting an understanding 

and cohesion between the diff erent parts of the country and considering the non-

Swiss population in order to foster integration). Its principal source of revenue is 

the collection of licensing fees, which cover three-quarters of its budget while the 

other major source of revenue is advertising and sponsorship.

Th e high degree of devolution and autonomy is, at the same time, controlled 

on a national level and no language group is likely to take advantage of others, 

thus ensuring an eff ective system of checks and balances as well as accountability. 

But there are drawbacks: the largest one relates to the funding of the system itself, 

Bosnia had the chance to reform its 
media system through the Dayton 
Peace Agreement, but the wartime 
authoritarian monopoly was dismantled 
only to be replaced by a nationalist one.
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which proves to be too expensive – SSR idée suisse is only twice less expensive 

and has roughly  per cent more staff  than the German public broadcaster ZDF, 

which serves a signifi cantly larger audience.

Between changes and stagnation

 Switzerland proves to be a more poignant case for BiH, albeit with some caveats. 

Th e fi rst major diff erence is the political situation in the Balkan country – a highly 

unstable one polarised along ethnic lines that is unable to provide a strong central 

government to supervise the autonomous entities. Both Republika Srpska and some 

advocates of an independent Croat TV have put forward the idea of boycotting 

the payment of licence fees at state level. In doing so, they are adding fuel to the 

existing political and ethnic divisions and extending them to the mass media. Such 

conduct, in such a divided society, can be detrimental to the development of debate 

in the public square. Th e political elite are in fact ready to exploit this vacuum by 

taking control of the media. 

Moreover, public media in BiH struggles with adequate funding and is vulner-

able to certain interferences. In short, the former state-run media outlets have, to 

some extent, transformed into public service broadcasters. Yet they were quickly 

taken over by political elite, and the ruling party dominates the media with the 

managing and editorial positions reserved for those who are loyal to those in power. 

Th e Swiss system of licensing fee collections would prove to be too expensive and 

unsustainable, but a system of that kind, involving charters supervising the needs 

of the country on a national level could be of benefi t. Such a system could help 

bridge the country’s language diff erences by promoting the creation of a Croatian 

speaking media. Such a move, however, would probably not work and may in fact 

bring the country towards further partition – which would also seem to legitimise 

political calls for separatism.

As Kemal Kurspahić pointed out in Prime Time Crime – Balkan Media in War 

and Peace, Bosnia had a chance to reform its media system through the Dayton 

Peace Agreement, but the wartime authoritarian monopoly was dismantled only 

to be replaced by a nationalist one. Th e media was only briefl y mentioned in An-

nex three of the Agreement and its various issues were to be controlled by the 

OSCE. It could also be argued that the situation is more complex by the presence 

of the international community, which has brought the country on the verge of 

becoming a protectorate contaminated by a high level of bureaucracy. Th ose who 

contributed to war and partition found themselves in charge of the media, too, 

making any reform towards a free and pluralistic media unfavourable. Th erefore, 
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public broadcasting, as pointed out by the South East Media Observatory, was left 

in the hands of the local political class and it never reformed as initially envisaged.

Today, BiH has a segregated mass media which is abandoned by the politicians 

and citizens alike. In fact, the political elite were more concerned about develop-

ing the media which only covers their own entity – this is certainly the case for 

Republika Srpska and the increasing calls for the creation of Croat language TV 

programming. Apart from the calls for a more secure licence fee collection, through 

the creation of a body able to manage public media on a national level, and apart 

from the need of providing public broadcasting with a mandate – and obligation – 

to create programming for the public, what is needed is a stronger internal degree 

of co-operation and negotiation among the diff erent political parts that make up 

Bosnian society. 

Antonio Scancariello is a freelance journalist who holds an MA in journalism 

from De Montfort University, Leicester, United Kingdom.



Neo-Ottomanism 
An empire being rebuilt?

T O M A S Z  TA R G AŃS K I

For decades, the Balkan nations built their historical 
narratives in opposition to the Ottoman Empire which had 
previously dominated the peninsula. Th e Serbian, Albanian 

and Bulgarian national pantheon in large part consists 
of heroes in their struggles against the Turks. Under the 

surface of anti-Turkish resentment, however, stirs the 
Ottoman heritage, long abandoned by the Balkan nations, 
one which is now being exploited by Turkish soft power.

Turkey is returning to the Balkans, making references to the common – although 

painful – past: rebuilding historic mosques, funding scholarships for youth and its 

TV series’ are taking over the imagination with new cultural exemplars. 

Th e Turkish Republic was built in opposition to the Ottoman Empire which 

towards the end of its existence became an inert colossus and an object of 

ridicule in Europe. Proclaimed in , the republic rejected the -year long 

heritage of Ottoman civilisation, not only in identity, religion or language, but 

also politics. Th ese were replaced by the ideology of “Kemalism”, based on west-

ernisation, secularism and Turkish nationalism. Th e last  years of the Justice 

and Development Party’s (AKP’s) rule, however, proved that these axioms are 

subject to a slow and fundamental re-orientation. Th e turn to the Ottoman past 

and declared “historical responsibility” of Ankara, as well as the “special ties” 

linking Turkey with the Balkan nations, have become a symbol in a new course 

of Turkish foreign policy. 
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Strategic depth

Th e dawn of neo-Ottoman politics is inseparably connected with AKP’s rise 

to power in . Foreign policy has become the most visible sign of the growing 

ideologisation of Turkish politics. Mustafa Akyol, a commentator close to the AKP, 

has characterised this process in the following way: “Th e rational and pragmatic 

political paradigm was the source of APK’s huge success. But the success brought 

[Recep Tayyip] Erdoğan and his circle under the illusion that they can simply 

imagine a new ideologised world and make it a reality.” In a recent report by the 

Warsaw-based Centre for Eastern Studies (OSW) titled, “Th e great leap. Turkey 

under Erdoğan”, we read: “Th ese concepts have brought historiosophic categories 

into the Turkish political mindset – objective historical laws, historical logic, etc. – 

at the expense of short-term pragmatic political calculation.”

Th e neo-Ottoman conceptions of Ahmet Davutoğlu, a prominent fi gure within 

the AKP, played an important role in this process. As a long time minister of foreign 

aff airs and prime minister, Davutoğlu refers to the issue in his book Th e Strategic Depth 

(). According to him, Turkey is, at the same time, a European, Asian, Middle 

Eastern and Caucasian county. It is not one of the Mediterranean states. “It is a cen-

tral state, whose identity cannot be reduced to one geographical-cultural space”. Th is 

is why Turkey has to be active on various fronts and conduct a multi-vector policy. 

In the area of the Balkans referring to the common Ottoman history is meant to 

create a “historical depth”. Th e depth, in turn, constitutes a challenge to formulate 

policy, taking into account Turkey’s historical responsibility towards these nations. 

In Davutoğlu’s approach, the policy of strengthening relations with nations histori-

cally connected with Turkey fi nds a particular relevance in the Balkans. In the form 

of pan-Turkism, Ankara also applies the same approach to Central Asian states. 

Importantly, neither neo-Ottomanism nor pan-Turkism aim to create a unifi ed 

state; both are designed for strengthening Turkey’s position in the so-called “near 

abroad”. In the Balkans, Ankara seeks to fi ll the ideological vacuum created after 

the collapse of Yugoslavia and widen its sphere of economic and political infl uence 

based on cultural or religious ties.

An abandoned heritage

For decades Balkan nations built their historical narratives in opposition to the 

Ottoman Empire, which had previously dominated the peninsula. Serbian, Albanian 

and Bulgarian national pantheon in large part consists of heroes in their struggles 

against the Turks. Under the surface of anti-Turkish resentment, however, stirs 
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the Ottoman heritage, long abandoned by the Balkan nations. Th is controversial 

point was made by Bulgarian historian and philosopher Maria Todorova. In To-

dorova’s famous book, Imagining the Balkans, she writes: “Th e half millennium of 

Ottoman rule gave the peninsula its name, and established the longest period of 

political unity it has experienced.” Under its infl uence, the frame of their identity 

was shaped – and it was the Ottoman period to which the majority of contempo-

rary European stereotypes about the Balkans refer. 

Th e empire also constitutes the key to understanding the political complexity 

of the region, including the cultural and religious mosaic of today’s Bosnia. Bal-

kan historians and sociologists reject the reality of their Turkish past, according 

to Todorova, treating it with disdain and sometimes even denying it. Meanwhile, 

the Ottoman tradition left a lasting mark on the socio-political development of the 

Balkan states in the th and th centuries. Autocratic regimes – from Prince Miloš 

Obrenović to Milan I Obrenović in Serbia and from Stefan Stambolov to Boris III of 

Bulgaria – were only seemingly based on European systemic solutions. Th e change 

of the historical paradigm Todorova calls for, accepts that the period of Ottoman 

domination over the peninsula as the constitutive experience of the Balkan nations. 

A new perspective would require seeing the Balkans as a Turkish heritage in Europe. 

Over the past several years, references to the common Ottoman past have been 

apparent in Hungary. Th e traditional Hungarian historiography remembers the 

division of the country and the rule of Ottoman viceroys as an occupation. Th e 

Turkey’s foreign policy has become the most visible sign of the growing 
ideologisation of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s politics. In the Balkans, Ankara 

seeks to fi ll the ideological vacuum created after the collapse of Yugoslavia. 
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current political needs of Viktor Orbán’s government, however, caused a discreet 

shift of accents in favour of Turkey. Th e most blatant proof of this change was the 

celebration of the th anniversary of the famous  Siege of Szigetvár. Last 

autumn, the tiny Szigetvár was visited 

by presidents and prime ministers of 

Hungary, Croatia and Turkey and fi ve 

representatives of Ottoman families. 

Th e dignitaries took part in the in-

auguration of a park of Hungarian-

Turkish friendship and the unveiling of the monuments of Nikola Šubić Zrinski 

(a commander of the defence of Szigetvár) and Suleiman the Magnifi cent (who 

died during the siege). Th e pedestals are not placed opposite one another, but – 

symbolically – side by side, one next to the other. Th e governments in Budapest 

and Istanbul shared the costs of building the site.

Over the past several years, in the area where the battle was fought, archaeo-

logical activity has been underway. Hungarian and Turkish historians are burrow-

ing the fi elds in search of Suleiman’s mausoleum which, according to historical 

sources, was built in the place of his death. Th e archaeological research was fully 

funded by the Turkish government. Th e Hungarian authorities hope that the pos-

sible discovery of the sultan’s tomb will encourage many Turkish tourists to visit 

Szigetvár and will bring this forgotten town back on the map. Clearly, these are 

not exaggerated expectations and it is worth recalling the story of the mausoleum 

built in the place of death of another Turkish sultan – Murad I, who died in the 

battle of Kosovo in . Murad’s tomb, located in Kosovo, is visited by thousands 

of pilgrims and tourists from Turkey every year. 

Crescent diplomacy

In Turkey, Erdoğan continuously refers to common history with the Balkans. 

Religion constitutes another important weapon, bringing Ankara closer to creating 

a “strategic depth” in the Balkans. In September  Davutoğlu (who was then 

minister of foreign aff airs) visited mosques in Prizren and Pristina, in Mostar and 

Sarajevo and in Constanța. During AKP’s rule, visiting mosques and praying with 

locals became a key element of offi  cial visits. For years Tukey has been making ef-

forts to rebuild shrines destroyed by the recent war. In May  Davutoğlu (this 

time as prime minister) headed the opening ceremony of the historical Ferhadija 

mosque in Banja Luka. Th e restauration of shrines was conducted by the Turkish 

Co-operation and Co-ordination Agency (TIKA). Th e agency has played an impor-

Th e dawn of neo-Ottoman politics 
is inseparably connected with 
Erdoğan’s rise to power in .
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tant role in the politics of building infl uence in the Balkans. It sponsors renovation 

of historical Ottoman sites and the building of new mosques. Since  TIKA 

has put around  religious buildings into service from the Ottoman era in Kos-

ovo alone. Th e agency also sup-

ports Turkish entrepreneurs, 

has a scholarship programme 

for thousands of students and 

co-ordinates student exchanges. 

For Ankara, both Albania and 

Kosovo have been important tar-

gets of diplomatic eff orts and the 

construction of the Xhamia Mosque in Tirana began last year. Representatives of 

Diyanet, the Turkish Presidency of Religious Aff airs, call it the “biggest mosque in 

the Balkans”. Financed with TIKA’s funds, the shrine will be able to accommodate 

, believers. 

On Diyanet’s website there is a full list of shrines built abroad. Apart from the 

Tirana site, there is also a mosque planned for Bucharest and a dozen or so in other 

countries around the world, from the Philippines to Somalia. Building mosques 

has even become a subject of rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Turkey. According 

to some commentators, the stake in the gameplay is the leadership over Muslims. 

From Ankara’s point of view, the status of “guardian” or “patron” of all believers, 

regardless of their location, would be a prestigious success and a return to a time 

when the heart of the Muslim world was beating in the Bosporus. 

Education and culture

Another important institution working in the fi eld of Turkish soft power is the 

Yunus Emre Institute. Th is international non-profi t organisation, created in  

upon the initiative of Prime Minister Erdoğan, operates in a dozen or so countries 

(including Warsaw) and gives special attention to the western Balkans. Th e main 

purpose of the institute is to “serve people who want to acquire education in the 

area of Turkish philology, culture and art, in order to improve the friendship be-

tween Turkey and other countries.” Its aims include building a positive image of 

Turkey, organising conferences, and subsidising books and translations. 

Turkey does not fail on the higher education front either. In Sarajevo, for instance, 

universities co-created by Turkey have been functioning for years. One of them is 

the International University of Sarajevo, generously fi nanced by private entrepre-

neurs. Th e symbol of the school is the monument of Mehmed the Conqueror, who 

Over the past several years, references 
to the common Ottoman past 

have been apparent in Hungary.
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took over control of Bosnia in the mid-th century. Created in , the university 

educates over a thousand students; and a large number of them are Turkish. Th e 

second institution is the International Burch University, founded in Sarajevo in . 

Both institutions are connected to the infl uential Turkish preacher, Fetullah 

Gülen. Ever since a confl ict between Gülen and Erdoğan erupted, and supporters 

of the former began to face mass arrests and dismissals, Ankara has been putting 

pressure on the Balkan states to limit the activities of those institutions. At the 

end of last year Erdoğan directly called for the Kosovar government to close down 

schools founded by his political enemy.

Pop culture is another important element in Ankara’s policy towards the Balkan 

peninsula. Turkey has long been a regional power in the production of television 

series. In the last year alone, revenue from the foreign sales of soap operas reached 

 million US dollars. In  countries – mainly in the Middle East and the Bal-

kans –  Turkish TV productions are watched. Even against this background, Th e 

Magnifi cent Century TV series turned out to be a phenomenon reaching beyond 

the frames of an average TV production. Its high popularity makes it impossible 

to consider only in the category of taste and aesthetics. Shiny jewels, exquisite 

costumes, assassination attempts and complex intrigues sparked a new wave of 

interest in everything Ottoman in the region – from calligraphy to cuisine. Many 

observers have noted the degree to which Turkey manages to export a positive 

image through the TV series and has changed a number of stereotypical percep-

tions which Balkan nations held about the Turks. Th e series’ producers make sure 

that the Ottomans are seen as a modern people and their state as culturally and 

technologically advanced. Th e sentimental image of the Ottoman Empire in the 

era of its biggest triumphs is meant to demonstrate that the Ottoman period in 

the history of the Balkans was marked by prosperity and prestige. 

Nevertheless, the series was not warmly received by Erdoğan and conserva-

tives from his circle. According to some critics, the series does not show enough 

respect to the sultan: Suleiman drank a lot, and while in the harem, he behaved as 

a common seducer. In spite of that, it is diffi  cult to deny that it was the Ottoman 

soap opera that brought Turkey closer to reaching its goal. If pursued using the 

tools of traditional diplomacy alone, it would be unreachable. Th anks to the series, 

the vision of a mighty, autocratic and more religious Turkey has become not only 

convincing, but also tempting. 

Translated by Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska

Tomasz Targański is a Polish historian regularly contributing to Polish magazines 

such as Polityka, Tygodnik Powszechny and Nowa Europa Wschodnia. 



A new, old Central Europe?
Z I E M O W I T  S Z C Z E R E K

Historically speaking, the region of Central Europe has provided 
an extraordinary plethora of narratives illustrating an inability 
to create super-national structures – political entities that go 
beyond national borders or create political unions. Th is was 
the failure of the Habsburgs, Hungary, the Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet 
Union – and it is the failure of the European Union today.

For quite some time we thought that if we close our eyes the problems of the 

world would just disappear. Nothing would surprise us, and the Euro-Atlantic 

world will stay as it is because, well, it is a good system. We also thought that if 

something is good it has to last forever. We fi rst began to awaken from this dream 

in  when Russia attacked Georgia and later when it annexed Crimea and in-

stigated an anti-Ukrainian rebellion in Donbas. Th e unthinkable, for the fi rst time, 

became a reality. 

Another wakeup call came when Donald Trump was elected president of the 

United States. Even before he was sworn in as president, he began to drive a wedge 

between the US and Germany, favouring forces that work against European unity. 

Trump openly supported Brexit, predicting that other countries would follow suit. 

It seemed that, in Trump’s view, the European Union is nothing more than an eco-

nomic and political tank used by Germany to achieve what it could not achieve 

by military force. 

Th erefore the EU lost its most important ally – its security guarantee. NATO, 

of course, is still there protecting its members, a majority of which are also EU 

members. Yet, if the most important NATO state praises EU disintegration it 

means that NATO-EU ties are loosening. Add to this the fact that Trump is con-

vinced that the alliance should protect only those who pay their dues. We console 
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ourselves that there will be no further cleavages. But what if there are? Nobody 

sane before  would say that Crimea would be annexed by Russia. A year ago, 

any voice suggesting that the US president will support EU disintegration would 

be called hysterical. 

The Intermarium solution

Out of this smoke an outline of a new reality is emerging. Even though the future 

of Central Europe still seems quite foggy and it is diffi  cult to predict what power 

arrangements will take place, we can already describe some of the mechanisms 

that this new reality will be based on. Let us start with Poland. Being the largest 

country in Central Europe, Poland aspires to play a key role in the future of Europe 

despite the fact that its infl uence is smaller than those with whom it competes. No 

longer perceived as the EU’s star pupil, Poland under the new government since 

 has been labelled in Brussels as ultra-Catholic, nationalist and a potentially 

dangerous, state. In the region, however, Poland’s reception is more positive. In 

Ukraine and Romania, for instance, where a lot of Polish soft power goes, Poland 

is seen as a culturally and economically attractive state. For Hungary, Poland is an 

ally despite their diff erent geopolitical goals.

Poland is also an important coun-

try for the Baltic states, which feel 

threatened by Russia due to their 

geographic location. Th e Baltics are 

deeply counting on NATO’s support 

and, to some degree, on Polish military 

might as a deterrent. Th is is in line 

with the vision of Intermarium – an 

inexplicit concept which envisages a strong alliance of the states between the Baltic 

and Black Seas. On the one hand, this alliance is aimed against Russian power; on 

the other, it also secures Central European states against German infl uence. Th e 

fact that Germany is a member of NATO makes matters a bit more complicated. 

In Slovakia and the Czech Republic, countries that do not feel as threatened 

by Russia and regard Germany as economically attractive, the concept of Inter-

marium is not a topic that is discussed very often nor is it treated too seriously. 

Th e Czechs and Slovaks support the Polish policy on the refugee issue, but ap-

pear to be keeping their distance in relation to Warsaw’s disputes with Brussels. 

Romania has expressed more interest in co-operation within the Intermarium 

framework, but from a more strategic point of view. Like Prague and Bratislava, 

If the most important NATO state 
praises EU disintegration, it means 
that NATO-EU ties are loosening.
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Bucharest does not want to get involved in a dispute with Germany. In addition, 

Romania is not a part of the Visegrad Four – an alliance that Poland emphasises 

when it comes to co-operation in the region. However, the V members include 

Hungary, which, besides Russia, is one of Romania’s main headaches. Hungary 

also tries to balance between the two centres of political power, namely, Germany 

and Russia. Its prime minister, Viktor Orbán, is also known for his good relations 

with Vladimir Putin.

Beyond borders

Historically speaking, the region of Central Europe has provided an extraordinary 

plethora of narratives illustrating an inability to create super-national structures – 

political entities that go beyond national borders or create political unions. Th is 

was the failure of the Habsburgs, Hungary, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union – and it is the failure of the Euro-

pean Union today. Th e narratives behind these tensions are as absurd as the ones 

used by Hungarians living in Slovakia talking about their rights in international 

law, referring to the same arguments that the Slovaks used when their country was 

a part of Hungary; or Serbs living in Kosovo using the same arguments as Kosovo 

Albanians when they wanted to become separated from Serbia. 

Nevertheless, in this region two 

states have lost the most of anyone 

as a result of how the West set 

things up for them: Hungary and 

Serbia. As a result of the Treaty 

of Trianon in , Hungary lost 

two-thirds of its territory. Th e 

loss included not only the histori-

cal lands on which Budapest had 

been trying to build a super-national state, but also some areas that were inhabited 

by ethnic Hungarians, such as those in southern Slovakia, western Romania and 

Vojvodina as well as the Székely Land in the Eastern Carpathian Mountains. Th e 

Hungarians also lost their position as a regional “strongman”, something which, to 

this today, they have been trying to restore. 

Today, Hungary is a member of NATO and the EU. However, Orbán’s dubious 

relationship with Putin raises the question what could happen if Russia wants more 

say in Central European aff airs. Could it try to buy off  Hungary with a proposal of 

bringing back at least some of the lost territories? Rumour has it that during the 

Th e pro-West Romania is increasingly 
coming to the terrifying conclusion 

that it is surrounded by more 
or less pro-Russian states.
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Russian invasion in Crimea, the Hungarians, like the Poles, received an informal 

proposal from Moscow to take part in a division of Ukraine. Poland ignored the 

off er. Hungary did not offi  cially or directly react, but did dare to call for the au-

tonomy of Hungarians living in Zakarpattia (previously: Hungarian Kárpátalja). 

Th e pro-West Romania is increasingly coming to the terrifying conclusion that 

it is surrounded by more or less pro-Russian states. With the exception of Ukraine, 

with which it borders at the Danube delta, these neighbours include the following: 

Moldova (now offi  cially opting for integration with Moscow over Brussels); Slovakia 

(whose authorities are balancing between the West and Russia and has a society 

that exhibits pro-Russian attitudes); Bulgaria (where pro-Russian attitudes, both 

at the social and political level, have always been strong); and Hungary. Hungary 

alone, to be sure, could not do anything against Romania and it would be hard to 

imagine a hybrid war start in Transylvania. Yet, Moscow could pressure Bucha-

rest and push Romanians towards some concessions in Transylvania. Autonomy 

would suffi  ce, to at least mark the region’s formal borders. And later, for example, 

the game could continue. 

Serbia’s quest

Serbia, in turn, blames the West for allowing the collapse of Yugoslavia (which 

they once dominated), with the most recent pains being Montenegro’s independ-

ence in  and support for an independent Kosovo (Serbia’s cradle of statehood). 

Th us, nationalist groups and the media in Serbia celebrated (just as much as in 

Russian) Donald Trump’s presidential victory. Th e gossip was that Trump is pro-

Serbian and will help Belgrade regain Kosovo. Th e wave of this enthusiasm saw 

a few incidents which the Kosovars called a provocation. It included the halting of 

a Belgrade train at the Kosovo border with a Serbian fl ag painted on it and included 

the slogan “Kosovo is Serbia”. Kosovo’s president, Hashim Th açi, announced in 

early January fears that Serbia would take over Northern Kosovo in a similar way 

that Russia took over Crimea. 

Northern Kosovo, up to the Ibar River – which divides the two parts of Kos-

ovo at Mitrovica – could in fact be attached to Serbia with no problem at all: it is 

mostly inhabited by ethnic Serbs and the local governments there operate as if no 

Albanian Kosovo ever existed. In Northern Kosovo you can come across police-

men who are subordinated to Pristina border guards checking passports and yet 

Serbian fl ags fl y everywhere. One may choose a Serbian healthcare system and 

vote in Serbian elections. Th e West, which until now has been guaranteeing the 

inviolability of Kosovo’s borders, did not want Northern Kosovo to join Serbia, 
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fearing that it could set off  an avalanche of subsequent separatism in the region - 

for example, the Albanian coalition from the Preševo Valley in South Serbia. Th e 

same could be possible with Albanians living in Macedonia or Montenegro, or 

the Serbian-speaking Muslims in Sandžak, who for quite some time are calling 

themselves Bošnjaks. 

Serbia is the only neighbour of Hungary with whom Budapest maintains unin-

terrupted good relations. Th e ruling conservative Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) 

declares to be pro-European even though it is rooted in the pro-Russian, national-

ist Serbian Radical Party; it even made some progress in its relations with Kosovo. 

It does not deny its ties with Russia, though it tries to veer between Moscow and 

Brussels. It has been accused of the same sins as the current authorities in Poland 

and Hungary: taking control of the media and the party’s rule over the state system. 

Th e current prime minister (and president-elect), Aleksandar Vučić, was a former 

minister of information under Slobodan Milošević. Back then he demanded pun-

ishment for anti-government journalists, praised Ratko Mladić and was banned 

from entering the EU. He made a public apology for those times, even though he 

did not fully repent for his sins, explaining that “such were the times” and then 

changed to a pro-European tune. 

Saviour of nations

In this context Russia has a wide fi eld for strengthening its infl uence and wreak-

ing havoc. Generally, it may be assumed that Russia’s main goal is not to crush the 

West entirely, but to lower its standards so the Kremlin could fi t in and integrate 

with the West again – not from a position of “on its knees” like it was during the 

Yeltsin years but as an equal party. But one may never exclude the point that Rus-

sia’s appetite in Central Europe is greater. In a situation when the West has little 

opportunity (or will) to intervene in the Balkans, Moscow could try to covertly 

assist in the crippling of Bosnia and Herzegovina or Kosovo, which – without 

any counter-action – could allow Russia to become an architect of a new-old or-

der in the Balkans. First of all, it would still appear to be behaving as it is today: 

pushing the envelope as far as possible (but not too far). Indeed, wherever Rus-

sia has intervened, it has not gone beyond borders where its support would end. 

Such was the case in Abkhazia and South Ossetia or in Donbas and Crimea. In 

this way, Russia is able to save itself from repeating the Chechen scenario, which 

would lead to a brutal and tiring guerrilla war. Instead, Russia passes itself off  as 

a saviour, in the eyes of its own citizens, the “liberated” nations as well as its sup-

porters in the West. 
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Th e unifi cation of Northern Kosovo and Republika Srpska with Serbia would 

be perceived as a great success from the three sides – probably even a greater one 

than integration with the struggling EU – and Moscow would be called the god-

mother of a new order. In this situation Moscow would strengthen its claim as 

“the saviour of nations”, freeing them from the “unjust western order”. Th ere is no 

doubt that such a move would be supported by the inhabitants of these territories. 

Some kind of a union with Hungary would also be supported by the inhabitants 

of the Ukrainian Zakarpattia, which is inhabited by Hungarians, or the Székely 

Land in Romania – even though in the latter things are more complicated since 

it is isolated from Hungarian territory by a greenbelt, which is inhabited by a mix 

of Romanians and Hungarians and it is diffi  cult to talk about an unequivocal sup-

port for the Hungarian cause there. Autonomy for the region could be forced upon 

Romania by Russia and Hungary in a situation when there is not much interest in 

the West. 

At the same time, Russia is starting 

to enter into Bulgarian politics, which 

was already felt in Poland. Soon after the 

election of the new president, Rumen 

Radev, Bulgaria started to withdraw 

from an agreement with Warsaw, which 

saw Polish modernasation of Bulgarian 

MiG-s. Th e agreement was a rival 

off er to the one proposed by Russia. 

Radev opposed the Polish agreement when it was concluded in early . Critics 

of the new president claim that the only reason why the Russian off er was chosen 

was the fact that Radev cares about Russian interests, even at the price of a security 

agreement with a NATO state. Radev refutes accusations of being pro-Russian, 

but his opponents point to the fact that the new president is a supporter of ending 

sanctions against Russia and has not given a clear position on Crimea. Bulgaria 

is one of the most susceptible states in the region to Russian infl uence. Its energy 

security largely depends on Kremlin policy.

Hence, Radev, like many other politicians in the region (such as Robert Fico 

in Slovakia), combines a hidden pro-Russian attitude and left-wing values (which 

actually refl ect a certain nostalgia towards the socialist times) with a religiously-

rooted conservatism and nationalism. 

Interestingly, among Bulgarian politicians there is a comedian and musician 

named Slavi Trifonov, a popstar from the s who combines traditional Bulgar-

ian folk motives with rock music. In a populistic way, Trifonov attacks the whole 

political elite from left to right, and voices the need to change the electoral system. 

Russia’s main goal is not to crush 
the West entirely, but to lower 
its standards so the Kremlin 
could fi t in and integrate with 
the West as an equal party.
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If we want to look for more crooked mirrors, the previous ruling party in Bulgaria, 

called GERB, was declaratively pro-West, maintaining good relations with Berlin 

but quite relaxed when it came to corruption and cronyism. Boyko Borisov, the 

previous prime minister, could be seen as an embodiment of the western stere-

otype of an Eastern European gangster. With the look of a stone-faced bear, he 

was a karate fi ghter, footballer and former bodyguard. During his time in offi  ce, he 

was accused of close relations with the mafi a, money laundering and threatening 

journalists. Radev, his replacement, appears to be following the same path. 

Provinciality

Th e Central European utopias of greatness are, in the strangest way possible, 

refl ected in Macedonia – where the right-wing ruling coalition combined the his-

tory of Slavic Macedonia with its pre-Slavic antiquity, together with Alexander 

the Great, Philip II, Justinian I, etc. In practice, this glory and great tradition has 

turned the brutalist, post-Tito centre of Skopje into a city with white building fa-

cades pretending to be marble and decorated with cheap-looking columns. Skopje’s 

example is just one more reminder of our Eastern European provinciality. Sadly, 

the nationalistic call to abandon the western political model as “colonial” could 

end up in such a grotesque way, as it has already there. 

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Ziemowit Szczerek is a Polish writer and journalist. He is the author of several 

books about Eastern Europe including Przyjdzie Mordor i nas zje (Mordor 

will come and eat us all) and Tatuaż z tryzubem (Tattoo with a trident).



The Balkans 
A history of civilisation

A D A M  B A L C E R

Th roughout the history of civilisation, the Balkans 
were not on the outskirts of empires, but at their 

core. Th e Byzantine and Ottoman Empires should 
not be only considered a continuation of the Roman 
heritage, but also of ancient Greece and Macedonia.

Th e Balkans are often seen as Europe’s periphery. Th e historical role they played 

as the centre of Europe – or even the world – and as the key arena for great power 

rivalry has largely been forgotten. We should not be surprised, therefore, if the Bal-

kans will once again make the headlines. At the beginning of the st century, when 

the wars on the territory of the former Yugoslavia had ended and a slow stabilisa-

tion of the Balkans began, the West lost much interest in the region – presumably 

placing the region on the margins of the great geopolitical game. Th e Balkans briefl y 

reappeared on the international agenda when Kosovo declared independence in 

, and in  when a long-lasting Eurozone crisis erupted with the epicentre 

in Greece. Th en in  the Balkans became the centre of the largest refugee crisis 

since the Second World War. People crossed the waters from Turkey to Greece 

and then marched through Macedonia and Serbia to Central Europe. Th ousands 

of inhabitants of the peninsula joined them on the Balkan route.

Th ese three events have shown that the Balkans cannot be simply side-tracked. 

Clearly, a region inhabited by merely a few dozen million people, most of whom live 

in small, mainly poor, countries cannot be a decisive player in Europe. Neverthe-

less, a bird’s eye view on the history of the region is enough to see that no narrative 

about Europe will be possible without references to the Balkans. 
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From Manchuria to Dobruja

Th e borders of the region known as the Balkans have long been a subject of 

dispute. As far as geography is concerned, the Greek islands are not part of the 

continental peninsula of the Balkans. However, if we treat the region as a cul-

tural phenomenon we should include the vast majority of the Greek islands. 

Most commonly, the Danube and Sava rivers constitute the northern border of 

the Balkans while the rest of the borders are marked by the coastal line of the 

peninsula.

Many researchers, however, reject the view that the Danube and Sava serve as 

a civilisational cleavage and claim that the Balkans smoothly transition into the 

bordering regions of Central and Eastern Europe 

and Anatolia (Asia Minor). Th erefore, at least 

several countries should be dubbed, although 

to various degrees, as at least partially Bal-

kan, including Croatia, Hungary, Roma-

nia, Moldova, Ukraine and Turkey. 

Moreover, we can fi nd important 

cultural similarities between the 

Balkans and the neighbouring 

or nearby regions: the Cau-

casus, the South Italian pe-

ninsula and the Middle East. 

Th erefore, the Balkans always 

have to be placed in a wider 

Mediterranean and Black Sea 

context, but also that of the 

Eurasian steppe, stretching 

from Manchuria to Dobruja 

in Bulgaria. 

Many of the cities on the 

Balkan coast, just like other 

places in the Mediterranean Sea 

basin, were founded by Greek 

colonists. Some of them were 

inhabited by the Greeks until the 

middle of the th century. Th e 

Albanian and Greek communi-

ties in southern Italy and Egypt, 

and Anato
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kan, i

n

The importance of relations between Central Europe 
and the Balkans, which survived in the Middle Ages 

despite the former region’s conversion to Roman 
Catholicism, are manifested in the Crown of St. 
Stephen – the symbol of Hungarian statehood.
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for example, illustrate a living legacy of these connections within the Mediterranean 

world. Th e strong ties of the region with the Eurasian steppe are the most visible 

in Bulgaria, a country founded by Bulgarian nomads, a Turkic group. At the peak 

of their power, most of the Balkans, Central Europe and a large part of Ukraine 

were under their rule. At the time, it was a great power in Europe and played an 

infl uential role on the fate of the continent, fi ghting against the Byzantine Empire 

and the Arabs. 

At the beginning of the ninth century, the Bulgarian Khan Krum became fa-

mous for vanquishing the Byzantine army which was commanded by Emperor 

Nikephoros I (who died in combat). In the history of the Byzantine Empire, only 

Nikephoros and Constantine IX, who died at the walls of Constantinople in , 

were killed during war. According to steppe custom, Krum cut off  the head of the 

emperor and made a large drinking bowl out of his skull. 

Ever after Slavicisation, the Bulgarians main-

tained intense contacts with the Eurasian steppe 

from where a signifi cant proportion of their 

elite originated. Th e medieval Bulgarian dynas-

ties had Turkic roots as evident from the name 

of the last of them – Shishman. Th e name’s 

origin is related to word shashlik (originating 

from the word fat), which exists in many languages around the world. Th e links 

between the Balkans and their neighbours are visible especially in topography. 

Th e name Anatolia, for example, migrated to other languages, including Turkish, 

from Greek and means “the East”. Th e name is connected with the central mean-

ing of Constantinople, also called by its Greek name – Istanbul. It is from the city’s 

perspective that Anatolia was “the East”. Constantinople was built in a strategic 

place on the Bosphorus strait, which is – according to geographers – the border 

between Asia and Europe. 

However, it is diffi  cult to speak of a border when the distance between the banks 

at its narrowest is just  meters. Even some rivers are wider than the Bospho-

rus. Hence, the name of the strait in Greek means a ford for cows. Th e distance 

between Anatolia and Europe is again very small at the Dardanelles (only , 

metres) and between the Dardanelles and Greek islands. In comparison, the strait 

of Gibraltar, which has also been more of a binder than a chasm, in the narrowest 

place is . kilometres wide. 

Concentrating on Constantinople as the Balkan megapolis is not accidental. 

For centuries it was the most populous city in the world and the capital of mighty 

empires: the Roman Empire, Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire. Today, Istanbul 

is the most populated city in Europe, which is often forgotten.

No narrative about Europe 
will be possible without 
references to the Balkans.
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Imperial traditions

Th e renowned Bulgarian anthropologist of culture, Maria Todorova, once 

noted that we should not look at the Ottoman legacy in the Balkans, but consider 

the Balkans part of Ottoman heritage. Th is is best manifested by the fact that the 

name itself is Turkish and means mountains covered by forest. It is worth remem-

bering, however, that the Ottoman Empire was itself a legacy of various cultures 

and state traditions. 

An important foundation of Ottoman identity was the idea of the Ottoman 

Empire as the continuation of the Roman Empire, which from the th century 

onwards, the West referred to as Byzantium (the Eastern Roman Empire). Th e 

Ottoman sultans compared themselves to the most notable Roman emperors and 

to Alexander the Great. Th ey extensively read the biographies of the former rul-

ers in Greece and the palace elite often called themselves “Romans”. Th e capital 

of the Ottoman Empire was offi  cially called Kostantiniyye, thus Constantinople. 

It was only Atatürk who introduced the colloquial name “Istanbul”. Th e Roman 

(Byzantine) infl uences are apparent in Ottoman institutions, language, laws and 

customs. Th erefore, the Ottoman Empire, which collapsed only in , was the 

last state which referred to the Roman imperial tradition.

Th e continuity with Rome 

is the key to understanding 

the history of the Balkans, 

not only as a tower of Babel 

inhabited by various faiths 

and numerous ethnos, but the 

centre of empires. Th e Byzan-

tines never called them this 

way and they did not accept 

the name “Greek Empire” – as they were called by Western Europeans. Moreover, 

they denied Charlemagne and German emperors the right to use the adjective “Ro-

man”. Th ey saw themselves as the only legitimate Romans. Th erefore, they called 

Constantinople, the capital of their empire, the Second Rome. 

Th e Balkans were not on the outskirts of those empires, but at their core. Th eir 

crucial role can be seen in the name of the largest Ottoman province, Rumelia, 

which means the land of the Romans. If we go back in history, we will fi nd that the 

Byzantine Empire was based not only on Roman tradition, but equally on ancient 

Greece and Macedonia. Every educated Greek Roman was Christian, but at the 

same time studied Greek philosophy, recited Odyssey and Iliad from memory and 

praised Alexander the Great. Th e latter was the ruler of a state, which can be seen 

Th e continuity with Rome is the key 
to understanding the history of the 

Balkans, not only as a tower of Babel 
inhabited by various faiths and numerous 

ethnos, but the centre of empires.



95The Balkans. A history of civilisation, Adam Balcer Opinion & Analysys

as the prelude for the role of the Balkans as the centre of empires. Macedonia was 

a small belligerent state founded by bellicose highlanders (the name “Macedo-

nians” itself means highlanders), often referred to as barbarians by the Greeks, 

who created the most powerful empire of antiquity. People originating from the 

Balkans for centuries constituted the elite of the Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman 

empires. Even the names of the dynasties testify to that: the Macedonian dynasty, 

for example, which ruled Byzantium from the th to the th century. 

Diocletian, one of the greatest emperors in the history of Rome, was born in 

the Balkans in the third century. He made Split, one of the most beautiful places in 

Dalmatia, his palace. Other great emperors from the Balkans included Constantine 

the Great – the fi rst Christian emperor who gave Constantinople its name. He was 

born in Niš (today’s Serbia). Justinian I, possibly the most prominent Byzantine 

emperor, came from the area near Skopje. In the sixth century, Justinian recaptured 

Italy, northern Africa and southern Spain from the hands of Germanic peoples, 

thanks to which Byzantium reached the peak of its power.

Justinian’s legacy – the huge basilica Hagia Sophia in Constantinople – is one 

of the greatest historical treasures of the world. In the following centuries, it be-

came the source of inspiration for Orthodox churches, including the famous Old 

Cathedral of St. Sophia in Kyiv. In the th century, Hagia Sophia became the main 

exemplar for Ottoman mosques built in imperial style, when the Ottoman state 

reached the peak of its infl uence. 

At the time, the elite were again dominated by people from the Balkans. Th e 

most prominent viziers included Ibrahim Pasha, Rustem Pasha Hirvat and Me-

hmed Pasha Sokolović. In the second half of the th century, the empire enjoyed 

a renaissance thanks to the Albanian Koprulu family. Th ese notable statesmen 

contributed to the status of the Ottoman Empire as the only global Islamic power 

in history. Depending on the period, it ruled over vast parts of Asia, Europe and 

Africa. Its navy and pirates operated from Newfoundland to Indonesia.

Th e Roman idea of the empire was transferred from the Balkans to Kievan Rus’ 

by the Greeks. In  Kievan Rus’ accepted Christianity from Byzantium and Rus’ 

princes decided to build Kyiv in the image and likeness of Constantinople. On May 

th , Emperor Constantine entrusted Constantinople to the Mother of God. 

On May th , Prince Volodymyr entrusted Kyiv to her guardianship. In the 

th century, Yaroslav the Wise began the construction of Sophia’s Cathedral in 

the centre of Kyiv based on Constantinople’s Hagia Sophia, and the Golden Gate, 

almost identical to its Byzantine counterpart. At the time Kyiv was one of the most 

populous cities in Europe. Th e marriage of the Great Prince of Moscow, Ivan III 

of Russia, with the Greek princess Zoe, daughter of the despot of Morea (Pelo-

ponnese), resulted in Russia adopting a two-headed eagle as its coat of arms and 
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then recognising itself as the third and last Rome. Since the th century, Russia 

has claimed itself as the only legitimate heir to Rome, and made many attempts 

to conquer the Balkans and Constantinople as part of the so-called “Greek Plan”. 

Emanation of God’s wisdom 

Recognising the central place of the Balkans in the history of Europe – or even 

the world – requires seeing Ancient Greece as an integral part, without whose 

cultural legacy no civilisation could develop. At the same time, various religions 

came to Europe through the Balkans – including the Abrahamic faiths: Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam – due to the region’s close proximity to the Middle East. Th e 

Balkans were not only a gateway for religion but they also played an important role 

in the development of each of these faiths, particularly Christianity.

Five of the ten Epistles of Paul sent to Christian communities were addressed to 

Balkan cities. Between the fourth and th centuries, eight ecumenical councils for 

all Christians were organised. Four of them took place in Constantinople. Until the 

th century the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople was the most important 

Christian ecclesiastic besides the pope. After the schism he maintained a symbolic 

status as leader of Christian Orthodox faith. Possibly the most prominent apostles 

in the history of Christianity were saints Cyril and Methodius, Greeks from Th es-

saloniki, who in the ninth century converted the inhabitants of Central Europe. 

Th e importance of relations between Central Europe and the Balkans, which 

survived in the Middle Ages despite the former region’s conversion to Roman Ca-

tholicism, are manifested in the Crown of St Stephen – the symbol of Hungarian 

statehood, a great regional power, and the coats of arms of Hungary and Slova-

kia. Th e lower part of the crown, a masterpiece of Medieval Greek art, was a gift 

from the Byzantine emperor to a Hungarian king. It has the inscription “King of 

the Lands of Turks”, as the Byzantines referred to the Hungarians as Turks. Th e 

main element on both countries’ coats of arms is a double Orthodox cross. With 

the help of the French dynasty controlling the Hungarian throne, the cross ended 

up in France, where it was called the Cross of Lorraine. During the Second World 

War it became a symbol of the French resistance movement. 

But the most important creation of Cyril and Methodius was the Church Slavonic 

language based on dialects from the area around Th essaloniki, close to contempo-

rary Bulgarian and Macedonian languages. Until today it is the language of liturgy 

in many Orthodox churches while in the past it was also used as a secular language 

of literature of various nations, including non-Slavic ones such as Romania. In Bul-

garia, which was the fi rst Christian Orthodox Slavic state, the cultural canon of the 
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Slavic Orthodox community of believers Slavia Orthodoxa often translated from 

Greek writings and is where the Cyrillic script was created. Today, this alphabet 

is used by over  million people as a script for their national languages, some 

of which have little to do with Christianity such as Buddhist Mongols or Muslim 

Kazakhs. Th e expansion of Cyrillic outside of the Balkans was connected to the 

Kievan Rus’ conversion to Christianity through the baptism from Byzantium. Bal-

kan Greeks, Bulgarians and Serbs played a major role in the Christianisation of 

Rus' and the development of its culture.

However, the Balkans were also a centre of philosophy without which one cannot 

imagine the Italian renaissance. An important school of philosophy was based in 

Mystras in Peloponnese and it developed the intellectual legacy of ancient Greek 

philosophy – Neoplatonism. Th anks to Greek refugees fl eeing the Ottoman-con-

quered Balkans, this heritage was brought to Italy. 

Th e Balkans also had a signifi cant impact on the history of Judaism. In the 

sixteenth century, Th essaloniki was one of the most populous Jewish cities in the 

world. In the seventeenth century it became the bastion of the Dönmeh – Jews 

who converted to Islam while maintain some elements of Judaism. Th e ideas of 

Sabbatai Zevi, the leader of the Sabbatians/Dönmeh community, gained popularity 

among Jews from Ukraine, especially those living in the borderland region with 

the Ottoman Empire. In the th century, contact between the Ashkenazi Jews of 

Eastern Europe and the Sephardic Balkan Jews in Podole (the borderland between 

both communities), gave birth to Chasidism – Jewish mysticism. Its founding 

fathers were the Ashkenazi Jews, often former members of Sabbatians/Dönmeh 

community who adopted Sephardic rituals.

Constantinople became the centre of the Islamic world as the Ottoman rulers 

were Caliphs and the protectors of Mecca and Medina. As a result, the symbolic 

leadership of the Ummah was recognised by Muslims in Africa and Asia. Since 

the th century, Balkan Muslims became leaders in modernisation reforms of 

Islam through the acceptance of elements of Western culture. It is worth noting 

that Muhammad Ali of Egypt was Albanian and Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the fi rst 

president of Turkey, was born in Th essaloniki to a family with roots in a Turkish 

village on the Albanian-Macedonian borderlands. Th eir reforms became the source 

of inspiration – or hatred – for millions of Muslims worldwide. In Istanbul in the 

th century, authorities adopted decrees introducing equality before the law of 

adherents to all faiths, the acceptability of homosexuality and the lifting of the 

death penalty for apostasy from Islam. Moreover, the fi rst parliament in the his-

tory of Islam that was determined by free and fair elections, in which all men who 

had reached maturity could vote, was in Istanbul. In terms of political progress, 

the Ottomans preceded many Christian countries. 
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Arena of geopolitical rivalry

In the fi rst half of the th century the Ottoman Empire still enjoyed spectacu-

lar victories in the Balkans against Russia and Austria. Only corruption among 

the Ottoman bureaucrats saved Russian Tsar Peter the Great from captivity and 

death, which could have changed the course of history. Starting in the second half 

of the th century, the Ottoman Empire became more of an object than a subject 

of international politics, although it never turned into the “sick man of Europe” in 

a state of clinical death, as Russian propaganda claimed. As a result, the Balkans 

also became a key arena for rivalry between great European powers, above all Rus-

sia, Austria – later Austria-Hungary supported by Germany, as well as the United 

Kingdom and Italy.

Th is rivalry had both continental and global consequences. Suffi  ce to say that 

the First World War broke out as a result of the assassination of Archduke Ferdi-

nand by Serbian nationalists on June th  – the anniversary of the Battle of 

Kosovo between the Serbs and Ottoman Turks in . According to many his-

torians, the Balkans also had an important infl uence on the events of the Second 

World War. In  Adolf Hitler postponed the invasion of the Soviet Union to 

vanquish Yugoslavia and Greece. It should be also recalled that sometimes the 

tail was wagging the dog, in other words small states from the region were able to 

infl uence – at least to a substantial degree – the foreign policy of their protectors 

(Serbia in , Croatia in ). Moreover, at times the Balkan states, thanks to 

their ability to undertake a balancing act in the great game of geopolitics, punched 

substantially above their weight. Tito’s Yugoslavia which headed the Non-Aligned 

Movement during the Cold War constitutes the best example of that phenomenon.  

It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the secession wars on the rubbles of 

Yugoslavia in the s gradually turned into proxy wars between Russia and the 

West. Th ey were the bloodiest confl icts Europe had witnessed since the Second 

World War, contributing to massacres and refugees fl eeing the region. Less than two 

decades have passed since the wars ended. Today, the eruption of similar confl icts 

in the Balkans is unlikely; however, the West has to be ready to confront possible 

attempts to destabilise the region by Russia, where the country enjoys a signifi cant 

level of infl uence, possibly the largest beyond the former Soviet Union. 

Translated by Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska

Adam Balcer is the Eurasia project manager at WiseEuropa, a Polish think thank. He also 

works as a national researcher at the European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR) and 

a lecturer at the Centre of East European Studies (SEW) at the University of Warsaw.



What will 
Lukashaneka do next?

M I C H A Ł  P O T O C K I

Th e whole history of Belarus-West relations can 
be represented by a sinusoid. Relations get warmer 
when Minsk liberalises domestic policy. Th en the 
people take to the streets in protest. Th is, in turn, 

sparks increased repressions and a turn away 
from the West. However, in the context of the 

EuroMaidan and Russian aggression in Ukraine, 
the question now is how Belarus will react? 

Th e year of  was a turning point for Eastern Europe, after which nothing 

will ever be the same. Th e annexation of Crimea – the fi rst illegal incorporation 

of a foreign territory since the time when Saddam Hussein proclaimed Kuwait an 

Iraqi province – followed by the Kremlin catalysing the war in Donbas, has left 

Russia’s neighbours terrifi ed. Among them was Belarus which, while tied to Rus-

sia through a military alliance, learnt its lesson from the Crimea case and began 

opening up to the West. 

For President Alyaksandr Lukashenka, relations with the European Union were 

not so much aimed at balancing integration with Russia as to adding a necessary 

strategic context to persuade the Kremlin to fi nance the Belarusian economic model. 

In line with the “oil for kisses” motto, Minsk off ered Russia rhetorical support in its 

struggle against the world in return for cheap energy resources. Th e deal was later 

used by Russian propaganda as an example of the Kremlin’s success in rebuilding 

its infl uence in the post-Soviet space. 
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Maidan fears

Lukashenka’s support for warm relations with Europe has never been uncondi-

tional. Th ere is a green light for trade and investment, but not for dictating condi-

tions with regards to democracy and human rights. Th e promotion of the latter 

has been continuously seen by Minsk as an interference in Belarus’s internal aff airs 

and evidence of the West’s unclear intentions. Minsk is particularly suspicious 

since similar conditions have never been set upon Azerbaijan which, like Belarus, 

is a member of the Eastern Partnership programme.

Th e whole history of Belarus-

West relations can be represented 

by a sinusoid. Relations get warmer 

when Minsk liberalises domestic 

policy. Th en the people, unable to 

infl uence politics through their rep-

resentatives in parliament or free 

media, take to the streets in protest. Th is, in turn, sparks increased repressions 

and a turn away from the West. Th e last time this was the case was in December 

, when after a relatively free election campaign the militia crushed opposition 

protests and put its leaders in jail. Th erefore, after the period of repression, and 

since , Minsk sought lifting the  sanctions and a new thaw in relations 

with the West took place. In August  the then Lukashenka’s chief of staff , 

Uladzimir Makei, was appointed minister of foreign aff airs. Th e offi  cial, known 

for being an eff ective diplomat, was given another chance to rebuild ties with the 

West. Alena Kupchyna, the deputy minister of foreign aff airs – and the real author 

of the thaw – was recently rewarded when Minsk submitted her nomination for 

the OECD’s Secretary General position. Belarus produced a list of countries – 

including Georgia, Lithuania, Latvia, Switzerland and the Vatican – that could 

look at the nomination in a slightly more favourable way and help overcome the 

resistance of stronger players. 

In the meantime the Decembrists (the name given to political prisoners after 

December  and originally referring to th century Russian rebels) were set 

free. Some were pardoned, others fi nished their sentences. Th ere were even some 

suggestions to abolish the death penalty, a practice which has kept Belarus away 

from membership of the Council of Europe. Th e intimidated public and broken 

opposition were no longer taking it to the streets. Conditions for yet another thaw 

were present. 

Th e November  protests, which started in Kyiv, were met with distress in 

Minsk. Belarusian oppositionists travelled to Ukraine to join the events. Mikhail 

Th e threat of an internal democratic 
revolt proved less terrifying than 
the threat of external aggression.
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Zhizneuski, a Belarusian nationalist, was the second person to be killed during 

the protests. Lukashenka associated the struggle in the Ukrainian capital with the 

series of coloured revolutions from the previous decade (probably fearing that 

the Belarusian Jeans Revolution in  could have turned into one of them, if its 

leader, Alyaksandr Milinkevich, had displayed a bit more determination and cha-

risma). Metaphorically speaking, the Maidan in Kyiv terrifi ed Lukashenka, with 

fears of a “Ploshcha” in Minsk; the literal and metaphorical sense of both words 

is the same in the Belarusian and Ukrainian languages. However, the threat of an 

internal democratic revolt proved less terrifying than that of external aggression. 

Minsk analysts carefully observed how the Russians annexed Crimea and later, with 

the use of hybrid techniques, brought a bloody war to the Donetsk Basin. In reac-

tion to these events the analytical departments of security sectors Belarusian had 

their holiday periods shortened, and in November  General Andrey Raukou, 

the leading specialist on special operations, was appointed minister of defence. 

Concrete measures

As a result of the operations in Ukraine, Minsk began to distance itself from 

Moscow’s position. As the Kremlin was fearmongering about Ukrainian fascists, 

the need to federalise Ukraine and the eternal Russian character of Crimea, Lukash-

enka was fast to welcome Ukraine’s new acting president, Oleksandr Turchynov, 

in Belarus. He also stated that the constitutional order of Ukraine remains an in-

ternal matter and while Crimea is de facto Russian, it is by no means legally a part 

of Russia. Moreover, he accused Ukrainian authorities of being passive in Russia’s 

annexation of the peninsula and suggested that if he were Ukraine’s president he 

would defend Crimea with whatever force was necessary. 

Th e rhetoric went hand in hand with more concrete measures. Numerous 

sources confi rmed that Minsk and Kyiv had been exchanging intelligence informa-

tion on the location of Russian military forces. Apparently Minsk also refused to 

provide access to its territory to the Russian army, which would have put pressure 

on Ukraine from the north. It is also believed that Belarusian ordnance factories 

repaired Ukrainian aircrafts and helicopters damaged during military operations, 

while the Belarusian state-owned Minsk Automobile Plant sold trucks to the 

Ukrainian army. In the spring of  Lukashenka off ered medical supplies and 

assistance. In April he proposed to the Polish government, led by Donald Tusk, 

a plan that would bring Belarusian peacekeepers to Donbas, guarantee Ukraine’s 

neutrality as well as a silent recognition of the Crimean annexation. Th e plan was 

immediately rejected by Warsaw.
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Even though the Belarusian delegation to the UN voted against the resolution 

to condemn Russia, Minsk never formally recognised Russia’s annexation of the 

Crimean peninsula. Th e Belarusians told Moscow they would accept the conces-

sions with regards to Crimea only if Russia covers the fi nancial costs Belarus lost 

(amounting to six billion US dollars) on Ukrainian food exports. Th is proved to be 

a prohibitive price. Th e Kremlin did not accept such a deal and Minsk once again 

demonstrated its mercantile approach to foreign policy, which is a key to under-

standing Lukashenka’s external ambitions. 

Th ere were no parties willing to accept Belarusian mediation, so Minsk ended 

up modifying the idea. It began off ering itself as a ploshchadka – a platform and 

convenient place on a map for conducting peace talks. Belarus, a country that is 

close to both Ukraine and Russia in terms of culture and history, an ally of one and 

maintaining close relations with the other, was fi t for this purpose. Like no other. 

While the Belarusians used all available means to persuade Moscow to accept their 

idea, Ukraine’s President Petro Poroshenko took it upon himself to convince the 

Germans. Th e mission, in the end, was accomplished. 

Peacemaker

In August  the negotiations, which became known as “Minsk I”, took place 

with the European Union and the Eurasian Economic Union as the lead parties. 

Th ey were followed by “Minsk II” in February , which was attended by the 

heads of state of France, Germany, Russia and Ukraine. Th e Minsk II agreement 

resulted in a ceasefi re in Donbas while at the same time brought Belarus back to 

the West’s attention. Lukashenka and Makei beamed with satisfaction. Belarus 

had achieved genuine acclaim as a peacemaker. At the same time, the Belarusians 

started to fi nancially benefi t from the war. By helping western partners circumvent 

Russian countersanctions imposed on Europe, Minsk airport and Belavia Airlines 

began taking over the majority of Kyiv-Moscow transit.

Th e EU’s lifting of sanctions against Belarus further confi rmed the country’s 

opening to the West. Th is was possible after Minsk released Mikola Statkevich, 

the last political prisoner and candidate in the  elections. Moreover, Belarus 

held a peaceful presidential election in . It was peaceful since protests had 

faded off  (the opposition feared the possible outcome of a Belarusian Maidan) and 

the only alternative candidate was Tatsiana Karatkevich, a representative of soft 

settlement-seekers who had no intention of harming Lukashenka. At a later stage, 

in the autumn of , two alternative female candidates were allowed to enter 

parliament as representatives of “the opposition”. 
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Th e only sanctions which the EU retained were the ones against four individu-

als involved in the case of missing activists dating back to -, and an em-

bargo on the delivery of equipment that might be used for political repression. In 

the context of Russia’s actions, Lukashenka stopped being perceived as “the last 

dictator in Europe” in Brussels. Instead, he was now being treated as a man with 

whom it was worth fi nding common ground. Th e Americans also supported this 

approach and encouraged Warsaw to extend its hand to Belarus. 

Similar to the EU’s policy towards Be-

larus, Poland’s policy also had its ups and 

downs. Th ere was a time (in ) when 

Warsaw was promoting dialogue, and it 

was in Minsk that Radosław Sikorski, the 

then Polish minister of foreign aff airs, 

made empty off ers of billions of euro from 

the EU’s pocket in return for free elections. Another time, Warsaw would morph 

into the falcon of sanctions, requesting the most severe punishments for Belarus 

because it breached the rules of democracy (here Sikorski also was the main advo-

cate). Once the Law and Justice (PiS) party got into power in , the pendulum 

has once again tilted towards dialogue.

Currently, no other EU member maintains such intense relations with Belarus 

as Poland. Over the past several months, Lukashenka has met with Poland’s deputy 

prime minister, Mateusz Morawiecki, the foreign minister, Witold Waszczykowski, 

and the speaker of the Polish senate, Stanisław Karczewski. So far there has been 

no tangible results except for an insignifi cant educational agreement, while both 

sides are trying hard to build mutual trust. Th is is something that Minsk exceeds 

at. Lukashenka’s advisors have emphasised the similarities between the Belarusian 

extensive welfare system and the Law and Justice’s + programme of child benefi ts.

Security risk

Belarus’s fi rst priority is cash. On a micro scale, this means EU funds for de-

velopment and modernisation of the border infrastructure – during the Minsk-

Brussels negotiations of the readmission agreement, the key issue was funding for 

Belarusian refugee centres. On a macro scale, it is a loan from the International 

Monetary Fund for stabilising the economy, mired in a two-year recession. So far 

these expectations have not been met, which may lead to Belarusian disappoint-

ment in its co-operation with the West and perhaps make them less eager for fur-

ther compromise. Secondly, there is the issue of security. Already in  Russia 

Currently, no other EU member 
maintains such intense relations 
with Belarus as Poland.
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put pressure on Minsk to host a permanent military base on its territory. Th ere 

are currently two small military facilities with a limited number of personnel in 

Belarus. Minsk believes the base is a threat to its sovereignty (the argument of it 

being unconstitutional gets lost somewhere). Following the annexation of Crimea, 

Russian pressure intensifi ed. 

Some Belarusian analysts are concerned that the planned joint military exercise 

Zapad-, which is to take place between August and September this year, will 

constitute an opportunity for Russian soldiers to remain permanently and estab-

lish a base in Belarus. Th is scenario, although unlikely, cannot be completely ruled 

out, especially given the fact that Russia has been developing its military potential 

on the Belarusian borderland and its ministry of defence has already announced 

tenders for transporting , railway cars to Belarus this year. Th e cars might be 

suffi  cient to transfer even two armoured divisions. 

Moscow makes use of a whole array 

of tools that go hand in hand with its 

wide perception of foreign policy. Th ere 

is an ongoing anti-Minsk propaganda 

campaign in the media and Belarus is 

accused of hostile actions against Russia, 

betraying its interests and even the repression of Russian speakers with a policy 

of soft “Belarusifi cation” (an absurd accusation in a country where the Belarusian 

language is outside the offi  cial discourse). Th e controversy over rules and prices of 

natural gas and crude oil supplies has returned. Russia has brought back passport 

controls on the border with Belarus and targeted transit through the country, re-

ferring to a long-forgotten rule that, formally, not all border crossings can be used 

by third country citizens.

Th ere are two theories explaining the pro-western turn in Belarus’s foreign policy 

and its increasing fear of Russia. According to the fi rst, the Russian threat is real and 

Minsk is desperately seeking an opening towards the West as a security guarantee. 

According to the second, it is classic manipulation – a maskirovka, which might 

have been planned with Russia. Lukashenka plays the role of an independent leader, 

the argument goes, in order to get as much money as possible from the West but, in 

fact, he is fully dependent on Moscow, just like Nicolae Ceaușescu was in the s. 

Threats to stability

Th e two theories can be somewhat reconciled. On the one hand, Lukashenka 

seriously fears a repetition of the Donbas-type scenario on his territory. Belaru-

For Lukashenka, the preservation 
of his rule is his highest priority.
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sian public opinion suggests that the level of support for the unifi cation of the two 

countries is similar to that of the Donbas region. Intelligence reports regularly show 

that Belarusian security agencies, the militia and armed forces are all infi ltrated by 

the Russians. Th ere is an abundance of pro-Russian organisations similar to those 

working in Crimea and Donbas before , which are meant to raise active sup-

porters of any Russian intervention. Th is genuine fear is also used for collecting 

western money. 

For Lukashenka, the preservation of his rule is his the highest priority. Every-

thing else is subordinated to this one primary aim. Th at is why all the arrangements 

with the West will be complied with as long as they are serving that purpose, or at 

least not threatening stability. If the only way to maintain power is to make con-

cessions with Russia in return for its extended hand, then Lukashenka will accept 

such a deal, as he did in  when he agreed to give away control of the country’s 

gas transit system in return for loans. 

Th e theory fi nds confi rmation in the response of the authorities to the “social 

parasite” demonstrations, organised in protest against a presidential decree which 

imposed a special tax on individuals who in  declared no offi  cial income and 

thus allegedly worked in the informal sector or abroad. Surprisingly for authorities, 

the decision triggered the largest protests in the last six years, which have spread 

to the countryside. Th is is a phenomena in which Belarus has not yet experienced 

in the st century. 

While the decree was suspended, in March this year repressions against those 

protesting have increased with a series of arrests and fi nes. Th e authorities are 

preparing political trials of those accused of extremism and attempts to initiate 

riots. Th e free media have already seen the screws tighten, with greater repressions 

introduced towards journalists working for the Bielsat TV station. Nevertheless, 

when the stability of rule is being challenged, the risk of trouble in Belarusian rela-

tions with the West is factored into the costs. 

Translated by Justyna Chada

Michał Potocki is a Polish journalist, columnist and author working primarily 

for Dziennik Gazeta Prawna (a Polish daily). He is the co-author of two 

biographies of the two most recent Ukrainian presidents and was awarded 

the top prize in the “Belarus in Focus” journalism competition in .



All Latvian politics is local
K O E N  V E R H E L S T

Misinformation is playing a key role in Latvia’s 
upcoming municipal elections in June, and a lack of 

integration in society has led to a situation where 
the diff erences play out more than they actually are. 
Meanwhile, the man in the centre – Nils Ušakovs, 

the mayor of Riga – is polling strong enough to 
keep his fi rm grip on the capital’s power.

A small group of tourists slowly make their way across the Council Square, the 

centre of local power in Latvia’s capital of Riga. Th e Rātslaukums, as it is called in 

Latvian, is surrounded by buildings that symbolise the country's bloody history. 

While it is dominated by a rebuilt German guild house, the black, boxy Soviet mon-

strosity next to it is actually the older building. It was left after Latvia reclaimed its 

independence as a memory of the  years under Moscow’s thumb. Currently, it is 

getting ready to house the Museum of the Occupation of Latvia once more after an 

expansion. Tourists linger around on the square, browse the souvenir store nearby 

and gaze towards the river fl owing some  metres away. 

Locals, however, disregard the Rātslaukums. Th ey speed across it in the 

mornings on their way to the tram or work. It has no cafés. Apart from the 

Museum of Occupation and the guild house, the city hall looms over it with 

off -white columns and an impressive exposed carillon. Latvians are equally 

dismissive of their politicians, who occupy the Riga city council. Turnout for 

all elections is decreasing: in  a low . per cent of the electorate came 

out to the polling stations. And yet, the outcome had a signifi cant impact on 

voters’ lives, especially in the capital which receives a large portion of national 

tax income. Th is will also hold true in the local elections on June rd in all of 

Latvia’s municipalities. 
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The man about town

Riga is by far Latvia’s largest city. With around , inhabitants it is home 

to at least one-third of the nation’s population. Th e second largest city, Daugavpils, 

located close to the Belarusian border, is about ten times smaller. Economic ex-

perts estimate that around three-quarters of the country’s jobs are in the capital. 

Th ousands of people commute to Riga every day because of the limited employ-

ment opportunities outside the capital. Riga is also home to all major universities, 

a large seaport (which, among other cargo, transits Russian coal), and Latvia’s only 

international airport. 

In the Riga City Council,  

seats are carved up between three 

parties. Unity (Vienotiba in Latvi-

an) is the smallest of the three par-

ties but is a big player on the na-

tional level, where it supplies the 

well-regarded foreign minister, Edgars Rinkēvičs. Th e nationalist-Latvian National 

Alliance (Nacionala Apvieniba) holds a few more seats. Th e largest portion of seats 

is held by Harmony Centre (Saskanas Centrs, also known as Concord) and its sister 

party Proud to Serve Riga! (Gods Kalpot Rigai!). With  seats, this duo can rule 

single-handedly. Even if they appear to be separate parties, the two co-operate on 

every local issue and conduct campaigns together. 

Harmony Centre revolves around one man: Nils Ušakovs, a former journalist 

who ascended to the mayor’s offi  ce in . Born and bred in the capital, Ušakovs 

is a popular man in Riga. As a bilingual Latvian-Russian politician, he is one of 

few in Latvia who focuses on attracting votes of the Russian speaking popula-

tion. While this demographic amount to a little over a quarter of the population 

as a whole, in Riga they make up more than half of the population. Magnifi ed in 

politics, this delicate topic is perhaps given a larger role in elections than it actu-

ally exerts on society. 

“Th e society is split along ethnic lines”, says foreign relations researcher Andis 

Kudors, director of the Centre for East European Policy Studies, a Riga-based think 

tank. “On the one hand, there are no real confl icts in society on ethnic grounds. 

On the other hand, we see a split political sphere because of diff erent attitudes 

and values.”

Th is is refl ected in both local and national politics. Th e national ruling coalition 

consists of Unity, the nationalistic National Alliance and the Union of Greens and 

Farmers (which is a liberal-conservative party now supplying both the president 

and prime minister). Th ese three parties – all, to a lesser or higher degree, right of 

Riga is by far Latvia’s largest city. With 
around , inhabitants it is home 
to at least one-third of the population.
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centre – solely attract Latvian speaking voters and refuse to work with the Harmony 

Centre alliance, popular among the Russian speaking population. 

“Th is is possible – I’m not saying it is the only reason – because there are separate 

Russian and Latvian information spheres,” notes Kudors. Th ere is no Latvian-made 

Russian-language television, for instance. Russian speakers hence rely on Russian 

television which is fi rmly under the control of the Kremlin. Th is lack of integration 

causes a lack of common narratives between the two communities. 

Th e information sphere and its division play a role in the election campaign, 

notes marketing expert Jānis Polis. After noticing an increase in suspicious news 

and articles posted on Facebook in the fall, he began an investigation in search of 

the source. “Th is non-sense was posted by people I knew but came from websites 

I did not know,” he said. All the websites looked alike and had one alarming fea-

ture: no way to contact those responsible for the content. Some of the sites were 

asking readers to register with them for a referendum that would aim to remove 

Latvia’s national government.

In the interest of Riga

Kudors expects Harmony Centre to remain the largest party in Riga’s city council 

after the June elections. “Th ey will lose some seats,” he adds, “because of the agree-

ment they have with the United Russia party of Vladimir Putin.” Th is controversial 

agreement is eyed with great suspicion by many in Latvia, often regardless of their 

fi rst language. Russian speakers seek more recognition for their language in Latvia. 

A much smaller group falls in the unique category of “non-citizens”, a shrinking 

collection of , people who formally do not have Latvian citizenship and 

therefore cannot vote in national elections. Th ey wish for equal treatment despite 

their or their parent’s birthplace.

Ušakovs understands that 

Latvia, and Riga in particular, 

is quite dependent on its east-

ern neighbour in an economic 

sense. Russia exports coal, oil 

and many other bulk resourc-

es through Latvian ports and 

had been – before the sanc-

tions that resulted after the annexation of Crimea – a major importer of Latvian 

agricultural products. Latvia’s state run railway company is estimated to rely on 

Russian sources for around three-quarters of its cargo. 

As a bilingual Latvian-Russian politician, 
Nils Ušakovs is one of few in Latvia 

who focuses on attracting the votes of 
the Russian-speaking population.
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“Ušakovs is trying to implement a foreign policy that is diff erent from the na-

tional one,” states Kudors. “But the Riga City Council is not, according to Latvian 

law, an agent of foreign policy. Th ey are of course trying to improve relations with 

Moscow. Ušakovs says that it’s just economics, nothing more. Th at might be true, 

but the agenda of Moscow is very diff erent, considering their talk of ‘compatriots’ 

in other countries.”

Th e mayor of Riga himself disagrees and does not see himself as a meddler. 

“I have a mandate to act in the interest of what is good for the city,” Ušakovs says 

to me in his spacious offi  ce overlooking the Rātslaukums. When he travels to Rus-

sia and meets his counterparts, they talk economics and co-operation for Riga’s 

benefi t. “Listen, we can survive without Russia, but I am not here to think of plans 

to survive, but rather on how to thrive.”

Latvia has been steadily improving on Transparency International’s Corrup-

tion Perceptions Index, sharing the th spot with Georgia, but trailing Lithuania 

(th), Poland (th) and Estonia (nd) in the  rating. Th e lowest ranking 

EU members are Greece (th) and Bulgaria (th). Th e progress notwithstand-

ing, when the stakes and potential funds are high enough, Latvia is not immune to 

corruption and fraud. Two years ago, the president of the state railway company 

was fi red because he was suspected to have taken a , euro bribe in order 

to convince him to buy a set of broken locomotives with public money. As of yet, 

there has been no court proceedings in the matter. 

A little more recently, however, the company that manages Riga’s public bus and 

tram network, Rigas Satiksme, was fi ned . million euro. Th e Latvian competition 

agency ruled that Rigas Satiksme had fi xed prices in a cartel with the city’s microvan 

transport company, RMS. A contract between the two companies forced RMS to 

raise their fares so all modes of public transport have the same ticket cost, which 

is illegal price fi xing. Both companies vowed to appeal. Ušakovs disagrees with the 

verdict, saying Rigas Satiksme had no choice to act the way it did. 

A Christmas fax

“He is not an easy player to compete with,” says one rival of Ušakovs, Unity 

council member Olafs Pulks. Pulks himself faces a tough re-election campaign 

in order to ensure his party makes it across the fi ve per cent threshold in Riga. It 

would be a fi rst if Unity or its predecessors disappear from Riga’s political arena. 

“If we would lose all our seats, it would be bad also because we have national elec-

tions next year,” says Pulks in a coff ee shop in Riga’s old town, adding “but  per 

cent of voters are still undecided”. 
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When it comes to the price fi xing scandal, Pulks points even further back, when 

the contract for providing transport with the microvans was awarded. “I met with 

competitors in this tender and they told me that Rigas Satiksme sent them a fax 

with additional questions.” He pauses and asks rhetorically: “Who even uses that in 

the st century, by the way?” Apparently the fax was sent during Christmas time. 

“Obviously there was no one in the offi  ce anymore to see that request come in…”

Pulks also emphasises the split nature of Latvia’s news consumption. While 

he claims to reach out to Russian speaking voters, he is not very optimistic: “Th at 

audience simply doesn’t believe me. I am a stranger to them.”

With his background in media and internet marketing, Polis says he has “some 

technical skills” that allowed him to delve deeper into the Latvian media spectrum. 

It led to a series of three blogs which were quoted and followed up by every repu-

table media outlet in the country, from television shows to opinion magazines. 

“As far as I know,” he adds, “it was completely ignored by local Russian language 

media. I cannot name one report in Russian.”

At least one website, Polis found, has ties to Ušakovs and his party and this raises 

serious questions. He turned his attention to the website press.lv. Th is news site 

is solely in Russian and, as Polis notes, “has a customary soft pro-Kremlin spin to 

it and no author by-lines”. Th e company behind press.lv is owned by the ex-wife 

of Harmony Centre member Andrejs Kozlovs in the Riga City Council. “Kozlovs 

owned a Russian language media empire in Latvia from the s until , when 

it went bankrupt over a back tax bill. But before that, all the assets were transferred 

to other companies that are controlled by his ex-wife and her daughter.”

Th ese new companies, one degree removed from Kozlovs, still receive large 

contracts from Riga’s city government. Th e city’s hospital, central market and pub-

lic housing company had also hired the women for their media needs. “Basically, 

every year they get millions of euros out of the Riga City Council to run a media 

empire controlled by Harmony Centre. It is obviously a scheme – but maybe there 

is a loophole somewhere. Because somehow the police – or anyone – cannot fi nd 

anything at fault with the situation that would stand up in court,” Polis concludes.

Balancing act

Ušakovs denies that the Riga city council or his party have direct ties to suspi-

cious websites that produce misinformation. “I have three ex-wives myself,” he tells 

me. “All the information on our website is made by staff . If a private company runs 

a website, it would make sense to listen to their audience.”
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In the case of press.lv, that audience is made up of Russian speakers, many of 

whom have diff erent values than their Latvian counterparts. Kudors notes that 

“many of the Russians in Latvia have no belief in honest politics or rule of law. Th is 

comes from the Soviet times and today from Russia, where nihilism and cynicism 

is widespread. Generally speaking, ethnic Latvians have higher demands for el-

ementary honesty in politics.”

Polis goes one step further and 

ascribes the situation to a more 

malignant theory. He sees a balanc-

ing act across Latvia: “If Harmony 

[Centre] would really want to rule 

the whole country, I do not see them 

making a real, energetic push in na-

tional elections. And on the other 

side, no one really attacks Ušakovs locally if they believe he has played dirty.”

While Harmony Centre dominates in Riga, other parties have strongholds in 

diff erent cities. Latvian President Raimonds Vējonis, of the Greens and Farmers 

Union, is affi  liated with the ruling party in the port city of Ventspils, where the 

mayor, Aivars Lembergs, has been on trial for a number of years suspected of fraud. 

And Unity is lately at the top of coalition politics on the national level, supplying 

the prime minister between  and . “All parties benefi t from the status 

quo somewhere. So they don’t want to overturn it,” says Polis. 

Th at theory stretches too far in Kudors’s view. “I do not believe there is an 

agreement between the parties about this. Th e only agreement is that of a gov-

erning coalition among the co-operating parties. But that’s just about the highest 

positions in state institutions after the election results are clear.” Th e success of 

Harmony Centre is simply down to the high number of Russian speaking voters 

in crucial towns.

Nevertheless, Ušakovs is confi dent that his party will again win the local elec-

tions. “Of course it’s just polls, but the numbers have been good for us. We are 

not only the largest party among non-Latvians, but also among Latvians.” With 

“another clear mandate” for four years, he would be inclined to stay on as mayor 

for that same period but with national elections coming up in the fall of , the 

party leader might aim higher that. 

Koen Verhelst is a freelance journalist based in Riga, Latvia. He covers the Nordics and 

Baltics as a correspondent for several newspapers and magazines in the Netherlands, Belgium 

and the region itself, writing about politics, economics, innovation and entrepreneurship.

Ušakovs denies that the he or the 
city council have direct ties to 
suspicious Russian-language websites 
that produce misinformation.



East of the South: 
Malta and the post-

Soviet space
M I ŁO S Z  J .  Z I E L IŃS K I

After taking over the presidency of the Council of the European 
Union, Malta had to divide its attention between Europe’s 

southern and the eastern neighbourhoods for at least half a year. 
Yet the ties between this small island and the post-Soviet space 

have already existed for some time and are relatively strong.

On the opposite bank of the Marsamxett Harbour, just a few hundred metres 

away from each other, lie two utterly diff erent worlds – the towns of Valletta and 

Sliema. Both have become symbols of the change taking place in the distant and 

more recent history of Malta. Valletta, Malta’s contemporary capital, was founded 

in the late th century on the Sciberras Peninsula. At that time the island was 

ruled by St John’s Knights who came here from Rhodes around , escaping 

from advancing Turks whose power was at its peak. When the knights came to 

Malta, Sciberras was almost utterly uninhabited, with the only exception of Fort 

Saint Elmo. Th is turned out to be extremely dangerous as the Ottoman forces tried 

to use it to conquer Malta during the Great Siege of Malta in  by landing on 

Sciberras and capturing Fort Saint Elmo.

After repelling the Turks, Grand Master Jean de Vallette decided that the pe-

ninsula could not be barren anymore. Otherwise it could be used by other hostile 

armies in the future. It was then when Malta and the Maltese got as close to the 

sea as never before. A new administrative centre of the island cemented the reign 

of the knights and became the most remarkable sign of their presence on the is-
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land, which lasted for over  years. Sliema, on the other hand, is a vibrant town 

full of modern buildings and constantly under reconstruction. It is also a tourist 

centre with dozens of restaurants, pubs and cafes. Many of them are in the typical 

British style, a reminder of the  plus years of British rule over Malta until full 

independence in .

Even though many Maltese complain about the new architecture which re-

placed the old th and th century villas and brick houses, Sliema has become 

the symbol of the new Malta – a small country in the Mediterranean benefi ting 

from its climate and European Union membership.

New role and challenges

Valletta and Sliema are connected by a ferry. It is widely used by everyday com-

muters and tourists. During the ten-minute journey one can admire the old walls 

of the capital and the new apartments in the northern part of Marsamxett. Th e 

architectural contrast goes in line with a variety of languages spoken on the ferry. 

Among them there is always someone speaking Russian. Yet even more visible are 

people whose features suggest they stem from African countries. Many Maltese say 

that this is a phenomenon which has emerged over the last  years or so. People 

from other countries started coming to Malta when the migration crisis began. It 

aff ected Malta long before migrants became one of the hottest topics in European 

and global media outlets. At that time Malta had to cope with it largely on its own, 

with some assistance from Italy.

After joining the European Union 

in , the Maltese foreign agenda 

has mostly focused on the southern 

neighbourhood. It was all the more 

important as the country was still ex-

periencing a signifi cant number of mi-

grants coming from African countries. 

For a small nation with a population of 

just around , this was a major 

challenge, both in terms of security 

and the economy. Similarly, Malta has been trying to bring the EU closer to the 

problems and challenges facing the south, in particular high and uncontrolled 

migration fl ows.

For half a year now, however, Malta has been in a new role. As a country holding 

the presidency of the Council of the European Union, its task is to pursue the goals 

At fi rst glance one might get the 
feeling that there is not much in the 
East that Malta could be interested 
in. All direct challenges and threats 
seemingly come from the South.
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of all member states. Th at is why Europe’s eastern neighbourhood was defi ned as 

one of the presidency’s main priorities, along with the Union’s southern fl ank. In 

particular, the Maltese government has pledged to be actively involved in prepara-

tions for the Eastern Partnership summit to be held in Brussels during the Estonian 

presidency in the fall. Th e eastern agenda also includes fi nalising the ratifi cation 

process of the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement and visa liberalisation for Kyiv. 

Th us, until July, Malta has to take an active part in discussions on how to better 

adapt the EU’s eastern policy to ever-changing circumstance.

Apart from presidency-related commitments, one might get the feeling at 

fi rst glance that there is not much in the East that Malta could be interested in. 

All direct challenges and threats seemingly come from the South. It is commonly 

believed that the key to solving all of them seems to be in Brussels, Washington, 

Tripoli, Cairo and Tunis, but not somewhere further north and east. What are the 

interests that Valletta might be pursuing here?

The ever-present Russian factor

Th e biggest security challenge for Malta has been the turmoil in northern Africa. 

Together with the unstable situation in Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso and gloomy 

economic possibilities there, the migration pressure remains high. Most travel-

lers, be it refugees or economic migrants, come to the shores of Libya through its 

permeable southern borders. Last year alone, over , migrants came to Italy 

via the central Mediterranean route. Malta is also a possible destination. Th us, 

stabilising the situation in Libya and sealing its border is of utmost importance 

to the Maltese. 

In all international community eff orts 

to bring the confl ict in Libya to an end, Rus-

sia has played a key role. Moscow, having 

their interests in the region and building 

support for some local Libyan leaders, is 

heavily involved in the struggle and what 

the future of northern Africa will look like. 

Hence, Malta must not exclude the Russian factor from the Maghreb game. Russia, 

of course, is also one of the key players in the Syrian confl ict which is very much 

related to the intensity of migration fl ows along the central Mediterranean route. 

According to Frontex, the EU’s border agency, the number of migrants using this 

route in  fell by about ten per cent mainly because of the shift of Syrians to 

the eastern Mediterranean route. 

Th e Western Balkans is another 
place where the Maltese 
and Russian paths cross.
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Another important element of the EU- and neighbourhood-related policy of 

Malta is that Russia has a stake in the enlargement process. As major EU eff orts 

focus on the Western Balkans, Malta keeps a close eye on the region. On the one 

hand, countries such as Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina are gradually 

paving their way towards membership. On the other hand, instances such as the 

alleged assassination attempt of the Montenegrin prime minister in October  

and the celebration of the illegal Day of Republika Srpska cast a shadow on the 

overall situation in the Balkans.

Th e Western Balkans is another place where the Maltese and Russian paths cross. 

Russia considers any progress on the process of EU enlargement there as a threat 

to its geopolitical position vis-à-vis the West. It claims that because of long-lasting 

cultural and religious ties, the future of such nations as Serbia and Montenegro 

lie in the Orthodox civilisational circle. In February this year Russia was accused 

of inspiring the October plot and sending at least two GRU offi  cers to set it up. 

Valletta has shown concern regarding Russia’s methods and level of engagement. 

Apart from obvious security threats stemming from the annexation of Crimea 

and the war in Donbas, such “indirect” areas of instability distract attention away 

from the direct security threats that Malta faces. One can only speculate how re-

solving the confl ict in Libya or Syria would have gone if Russia had not violated 

the territorial integrity of Ukraine and had not exploited the advantages of infor-

mation warfare. Th e tense situation in Eastern Europe is inadvertently related to 

the well-being of the transatlantic community. EU borders are largely the same as 

NATO ones. Although not a member of the Alliance, Malta observes its actions 

very closely as its security depends on the protection off ered by close ties between 

Europe and the United States. Already in , the US took about  refugees 

The towns of Valletta and Sliema have become symbols of the changes 
taking place in the distant and more recent history of Malta.

Photo: Miłosz J. Zieliński
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from Malta who later resettled in America. From Valletta’s perspective, NATO 

should remain the backbone of Europe’s stability and security. Its role should be 

complemented by gradually building an EU defence identity.

Tourists, students, citizens

Th ere are other aspects of Malta’s foreign policy which tie them to the post-Soviet 

space, and not only Russia. Over the last decade Malta has aimed at diversifying 

the supply of its energy resources. A major reason for doing so lies in projects 

linking Azerbaijan and Southern European countries. Already in December  

Malta signed an agreement with Azerbaijan on strategic co-operation. Th e secrecy 

accompanying both the visit and the deal raised many questions in the Maltese 

media. No journalists were invited to accompany the delegation. All in all, it might 

point to the importance and sensitivity of matters discussed. Th ese discussions go 

in line with attempts of other southern European states to construct new pipelines 

stretching out as far as the Caspian Sea.

Th e post-Soviet space 

is increasingly visible in 

Malta itself. A legislation 

called the Individual Inves-

tor Programme passed in 

 allows foreigners to 

obtain Maltese citizenship 

after fulfi lling certain crite-

ria. Most notably, applicants 

have to contribute to the National Development and Social Fund. Th e fi rst months 

of the programme indicated that a majority of applicants would come from the 

post-Soviet region. In  over  Russians “purchased” Maltese citizenship. 

Eastern Europeans also come to Malta for temporary stays. It is particularly 

visible in the tourist sector which amounts for almost one-fi fth of Malta’s GDP 

and translates into almost , jobs (both permanent and seasonal ones). Malta 

has signed visa facilitation agreements with Moldova, Russia and Ukraine. Out 

of these nations, Russians form the majority of visitors. Th eir numbers peaked in 

, reaching ,. Due to the economic crisis and sanctions, it fell to , 

and , in  and  respectively. Th e same trend was also present in other 

Eastern European countries. For many Maltese enterprises this is another reason 

to stabilise the security and economic situation in Eastern Europe.

Th e Maltese presidency of the EU Council 
has become a great opportunity to 

better understand other member states’ 
sensitivities about Eastern aff airs.
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People-to-people contacts have not been limited to tourism. Malta is known 

for its high level of language education. It also works to establish closer academic 

ties around the world and Maltese high schools and universities look to the East 

as well. In November  the Russian National Research University and the Mal-

tese Domain Academy signed an agreement that will allow  Russian students 

to study in Malta next year.

Where two worlds meet

Th e Maltese presidency of the EU Council has become a great opportunity to 

better understand other member states’ sensitivities about Eastern aff airs. At the 

same time, it raises European awareness about the problems and challenges Malta 

has been facing. Some of them are linked to events taking place in Moscow, Kyiv, 

Donbas and even on the Caspian shore. Th e processes observed in Malta’s direct 

and more remote neighbourhood have an impact on each other. What is even more 

interesting is that the role Malta started holding in January this year was not the 

fi rst occasion it became involved in the East. In fact, Valletta’s ties with the post-

Soviet world are stronger that one might believe. 

Th e Sliema–Valetta ferry is full of tourists usually from March until October. One 

can still hear Eastern European languages, most notably Russian and Ukrainian. Even 

though there is an ever growing number of Chinese and Japanese visitors coming to 

the island those from the post-Soviet space are unlikely to disappear. 

Miłosz J. Zieliński is a PhD student at the Institute of Slavic Studies of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences and at the SWPS University in Warsaw. He is also a career 

diplomat, currently serving at the Permanent Representation of Poland to the 

European Union in Brussels. Until July  he has been seconded to the Maltese 

ministry of foreign aff airs to assist the Maltese Presidency of the EU Council.

Th is article was prepared by the author in his personal capacity. Th e opinions 

expressed in this article are the author’s own and refl ect the view of neither 

the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs of the Republic of Poland nor any other 

institution that the author is affi  liated with.



Passion over censorship
M Y K O L A  R I A B C H U K

Ukraine’s decision to ban Russian media, TV and fi lms is 
based on the fact that it is at war with Russia. However, 

when removed from this context, Ukraine’s policies appear 
to be heavy-handed censorship. Th is is the main problem 
western commentators reveal when lambasting Ukraine, 

which is trying to protect itself against an aggressor.

Not long ago, the reputable Denmark-based international watchdog Freemuse, 

which monitors the freedom of artistic expression around the globe, published 

its annual report, titled “Art under threat”. One of the highlighted pieces from the 

report stated that “Ukraine in  topped the list as the worst country to practise 

censorship, with  registered acts of censorship”. 

If I had not lived in Ukraine for some sixty odd years and not learnt what real 

censorship meant since the early s – being expelled from university for un-

authorised publications and barred from any subsequent study or decent job – 

I probably would have bought the news at face value. Especially if I happened to 

read elsewhere that Ukraine is run by a fascist junta, which usurped power after 

a coup d’etat and eviction of a “democratically elected president”. And moreover, 

that the Russian-speaking minority is oppressed and terrorised and disobedient 

journalists are systematically killed, harassed and persecuted.

My experience, however, suggested that there were probably two very diff er-

ent Ukraines – the real one where I live and the virtual one where the Freemuse 

experts practice their bookkeeping skills in statistics and arithmetic, but hardly in 

algebra. Certainly facts and fi gures make sense to help us understand something – 

the broader picture, a context or a trend. Yet, what does the fi gure “ registered 

acts of censorship” tell us about the country other than the undisputable fact that 

its artistic environment is far more restrictive than anybody else’s in the world? 
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Th e second country on the list is Kuwait with a modest  cases and China comes 

next with . In contrast, Russia appears to be a true beacon of freedom – just  

“registered acts of censorship” even though it still loses to Iran (nine cases) and 

Saudi Arabia (a mere two).

Devil is in the detail

To their credit, the experts at Freemuse explain that Ukraine’s striking achieve-

ment is “mainly due to a blacklist of  fi lms that were made public, mostly con-

sisting of Russian fi lms and TV-series banned as a result of the ongoing confl ict 

between the two countries”. Th erefore, “Ukraine alone accounted for  per cent 

of censorship cases in  –  out of the total  cases registered”. 

Th is explanation, however, raises several other questions. First, what does 

“blacklist” mean in Ukraine and how does it diff er – in scope and implementa-

tion – from what it means in Russia, China or Saudi Arabia? What happens to 

the culprits who violate the ban? Are they simply fi ned, imprisoned or shot dead? 

Does the ban only apply to the commercial distribution or to personal consump-

tion as well? Th ese questions are not of little importance – as long as we try to 

understand the situation on the ground rather than perform sheer numerical 

exercises. True censorship, in repressive countries, is supported by secret police 

and prison sentences. It is embedded within draconian laws on “extremism” (ar-

bitrarily defi ned), “gay propaganda” and “blasphemy”. Nothing of this kind exists 

in Ukraine today. Hence all of the spillover from the notorious ban of the poor 

 Russian fi lms amounts to, in reality, is fi lm distributors receiving a couple of 

offi  cial warnings.

Most likely, the average reader 

of Freemuse reports barely knows 

where Ukraine is on the map 

and is even less likely to know 

that Ukrainians have virtually 

unlimited access to Russian fi lm, 

books, TV and music. Th ere are 

no language barriers, no internet 

restrictions and, in most cases, no 

payment for streaming or downloading. Th e so-called ban on a few Russian fi lms (as 

well as some music and books, omitted by Freemuse for unknown reasons) aff ects 

only distributors. It does not address the consumers – restricting only the com-

mercial import of blacklisted items. Nowhere is there any mention of their import 

True censorship, in repressive countries, 
is supported by secret police and 
prison sentences and embedded 
within draconian laws. Nothing of 
this kind exists in Ukraine today.
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for personal use. In other words, anybody can bring up to ten copies of any book, 

CD or DVD from Russia as a personal belonging. Th ey can even conveniently re-

ceive them by mail from Amazon or numerous other Russian online bookstores. 

What is more, there has been no purge of blacklisted materials from public 

libraries. Hence, it is quite disputable whether we should really defi ne the ban as 

censorship or merely a trade embargo against an enemy state. Simply put: Ukrainians 

are not signifi cantly restricted in their access to those items, though the producers 

and promoters of those goods are restricted from making a profi t in Ukraine on 

anti-Ukrainian products.

Sitting on the fence

Here is where we come to the main point: the Russo-Ukrainian war, which has 

taken the lives of more than , Ukrainian soldiers and , civilians and 

displaced nearly two million people who have fl ed the violence. From a cosy and 

comfortable West European villa, the war may just appear as an “ongoing confl ict 

between two countries”. Yet, the closer to the frontline we move, the more ruins 

and human suff ering we see, the less appropriate such hypocritical terminology 

becomes. To describe Russia’s aggression against Ukraine as a sheer “confl ict be-

tween two countries” demeans the profound diff erence between the victim and 

the perpetrator, the bullied and the bully, the raped and the rapist. It is not just 

irresponsible, it is insulting.

Any censorship is deplorable 

and any restriction in the cul-

tural fi eld is regrettable. But it is 

not so clear how much a govern-

ment should be allowed to curtail 

civil liberties and revoke entitle-

ments (including the importation 

of various goods) during a war. 

Th e fact that Russia has not of-

fi cially declared war on Ukraine 

does not make it less daunting, challenging or exhaustive. Within the past three 

years, Vladimir Putin’s Russia has eff ectively occupied Crimea, instigated an armed 

confl ict in Donbas and pumped the region with mercenaries, money, advanced 

weaponry and regular troops. It has launched a powerful propaganda campaign, 

both domestically and internationally, to denigrate not just the Ukrainian govern-

ment but the state in general. It has exerted signifi cant amount of energy to negate 

Few experts deny that Russia’s 
aggression poses an existential threat 
for Ukraine, but not all of them agree 
that a spade should be called a spade 

and the war should be treated as such.
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Ukraine’s identity, independence and historical legitimacy. Very few experts deny 

that Russia’s aggression poses an existential threat for Ukraine, but not all of them 

agree that a spade should be called a spade and that the war should be treated as 

such, however hybrid, covert or unconventional it might appear.

Th e decision seems unpalatable for many westerners, especially politicians, 

since it challenges their comfortable position on the fence and forces them to es-

sentially make a moral choice. It immediately discredits all their talk about lifting 

sanctions from the rogue state for the sake of “mutually benefi cial co-operation”. 

Th ey prefer to call the Russo-Ukrainian war a “confl ict” or label the Russian intel-

ligence-cum-military operation in Donbas a “civil war” – forcefully packing the 

Russia-controlled region with its puppet government into Ukraine’s body in order 

to make the international confl ict a pure domestic one. I still wonder whether the 

principled liberal experts would have so vigorously reprimanded the British or 

American governments for barring Nazi fi lms from their theatres in the s – 

just because they had some “confl ict” with Germany at that time. 

Dunja Mijatović, the OSCE representative on media freedom, seems to be 

the most ardent (and most biased, as many Ukrainians believe) critic of Kyiv’s 

attempts to curb the Kremlin’s propaganda. As an impartial observer she should 

have certainly noticed that most people with press cards from the Russian side 

are journalists only in name. Th e Russian media systemically spread toxic lies and 

warmongering. In fact, this activity is much more indicative of special operations 

than journalism. Halya Coynash, an expert from the Kharkiv Human Rights Group, 

aptly remarks that during the war many self-regulatory mechanisms, so dear to 

liberal thought, fail to deliver. In particular, she contends that “the argument that 

deliberate propaganda can be combatted by pluralism of views ignores the fact 

that in all areas under militant or direct Russian control, pluralism is banned. It 

also fails to recognise the undoubted impact of lies on the vast majority of people 

who listen to ‘the news’ and do not run to the internet or change channels in order 

to critically assess the information received. Mijatović places enormous emphasis 

on so-called ‘dialogue’ between Ukrainian and Russian journalists, again ignoring 

the fact that Russian journalists working for state-controlled media produce what 

is required of them – or leave.”

Much rain from a small cloud

Th e recent reaction from some international watchdogs to Ukraine’s decision to 

remove the independent Russian TV channel Dozhd (Rain) from cable networks 

revealed not only a complete ignorance of the reality of war in the country, but 
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also a lamentable inability to properly comment on it in a competent way. TV Rain 

was switched off  after a number of warnings upon infringement of three clearly 

defi ned rules: fi rstly, the channel transmitted advertisements even though it was 

not entitled to do so; secondly, it repeatedly sent its journalists to Crimea directly 

from Russia, without Kyiv’s consent; and thirdly, it presented Crimea as part of 

Russia – quite an aff ront to Ukraine’s eff orts to reclaim the occupied territories. Th e 

latter violation was probably the most serious and controversial, since many critics 

of Kyiv’s decision pointed to Russian law that criminalises any denial of Crimea 

belonging to Russia (the same law has already put a dozen of Tatars and Ukrainians 

in prison). Th e argument, however, is dubious since it assumes that Russian laws 

should be strictly observed while the Ukrainian ones should not be. In practical 

terms, TV Rain could have probably found a solution by completely avoiding the 

issue, but its managers’ belief in the non-mandatory character of Ukrainian law 

has apparently prevailed.

One may argue that Kyiv overreacted since 

TV Rain in Ukraine was already marginal 

and its impact on society was negligible. 

Offi  cially, it was accessible via cable to half 

a million viewers, though all of them also 

subscribed to a whole package of channels, 

among which TV Rain was certainly not the 

most popular (e.g. the largest Ukrainian cable 

TV provider Volya rated TV Rain nd on 

its list). Th e government in Kyiv, however, 

could not leave TV Rain unpunished since it may have provoked a domino ef-

fect and encouraged further distorted coverage of Crimea’s status in other media 

forms, far beyond Russia. Besides, the station that can be easily viewed online 

in Ukraine without any restrictions, like dozens of other allegedly banned Rus-

sian channels.

Remarkably, most international experts who lambasted Kyiv for its decision to 

shut down TV Rain simply ignored these details. Th ey merely parroted standard 

phrases, like “deep concern” that could be applied to any country – from China to 

Saudi Arabia – but had little to do with the Ukrainian reality, and provided virtu-

ally no hints to the outside observer on what all the fuss was about. 

“Ukraine should immediately cancel the order to ban broadcasts of the inde-

pendent Russian broadcaster Dozhd,” stated Nina Ognianova, co-ordinator for Eu-

rope and Central Asia at the Committee to Protect Journalists. “Th is ham-handed 

censorship will deprive Russian-speaking Ukrainian viewers of a counterpoint to 

Russian state-controlled media.”

Civil society in Ukraine is 
the main agent of change 

and the main guarantor 
of its irreversibility. 
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“Th e government ban of broadcasts by Dozhd is censorship that restricts 

Ukrainians’ access to a choice of viewpoints,” said Robert Herman, the vice 

president for international programs at Freedom House. “With Russian forces 

occupying part of Ukraine, it is vital that Ukrainians have access to independent 

coverage of the events in Russia and to one of the few remaining independent 

Russian media outlets.”

“It is profoundly disappointing to see that the Ukrainian authorities are follow-

ing the Kremlin’s example in silencing media they don’t like,” added Tanya Cooper, 

a Ukraine researcher at Human Rights Watch. “Th e Media should not be used as 

a scapegoat in political bargaining.” And Mijatović tweeted that Kyiv’s decision 

would be “very damaging for media pluralism in Ukraine”. 

None of the passionate speakers quoted above bothered to mention the legal 

grounds upon which TV Rain was switched off . Instead, they invented a story of 

“censorship” where none existed, since its programmes contained nothing that 

Ukrainian authorities may specifi cally “dislike”, except of course the coverage of 

Crimea as a Russian territory. But this is hardly “censorship”; rather it is a matter 

of principles, international law and war-time imperatives.

Th e tentative reader of all these statements would barely learn that the Ukrainian 

public has pretty good access to any information they need, including courageous 

investigative journalism at Hromadske TV, which the corrupt Ukrainian authorities 

may truly dislike and wish to silence. Ukrainians, with or without TV Rain, have 

good access to many viewpoints in the media and Russian-speakers can benefi t 

from media pluralism in Ukraine as much as Ukrainian-speakers, since virtually 

all Ukrainian TV channels have bilingual programmes. 

Ironically, Russian offi  cials joined the chorus of Dozhd defenders – even though 

they eff ectively pushed away the channel from cable networks in Russia three years 

ago: “I hope that the Kyiv authorities have not sunk to such censorship. But if this 

information is true, we will inform the OSCE,” wrote Maria Zakharova, the Rus-

sian foreign ministry spokeswoman, on Facebook. 

In the meantime, even the most ardent Ukrainian critics of Petro Poroshenko’s 

government do not consider the removal of TV Rain as any kind of censorship. 

Tetyana Popova, a former Ukrainian deputy information policy minister who re-

signed last summer in protest over the government’s failure to investigate alleged 

abuses against journalists, recognised that Dozhd “unfortunately, broke the law”. 

Coynash expressed regret that “inaccurate [international] media coverage” of the 

Dozhd story facilitated Moscow’s propaganda eff orts to smear Ukraine and exag-

gerate the problems it really encounters. 
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Crying wolf

International watchdogs would have done a better job if they had given up con-

ventional and, in some cases, very shallow rhetoric and paid more attention to the 

real problems on the ground. In Ukraine, it is certainly not the removal of TV Rain 

from cable. Th e primary problem is the disproportionately large role that a small 

group of very rich people – namely, the oligarchs – play in the media. On the one 

hand, this has ensured a sort of media pluralism throughout the years of Ukraine’s 

independence. On the other hand, it has hindered a fi rm institutionalisation of 

that pluralism under the rule of law, transparent media ownership and the strict 

observing of formal rules and laws. Freedom and liberty exist in Ukraine today 

despite the will of the ruling elite, not because of it. Civil society is the main agent 

of change and the main guarantor of its irreversibility. Th is requires protection and 

strong support that can be achieved primarily by strenuous institution-building.

Th e second problem stems from a general weakness, even dysfunctionality, of the 

Ukrainian state (certainly not a Leviathan, as Pavel Kazarin sardonically remarked 

in his comments on the alleged ban of Dozhd). Th is weakness, though harmful per 

se, is often used as an excuse for not only the inability but also an unwillingness to 

enforce the rule of law and bring perpetrators of various crimes to justice. In some 

cases, the inability might be quite real – as in the deadlocked investigation of the 

Pavlo Sheremet killing (some have speculated that Russian agents were behind the 

murder). In other cases, it is rather dubious – as in the failure to collect evidence 

against the alleged murders of the notorious Ukrainophobic blogger Oles Buzyna. 

Yet, in other cases it is pure scandalous – like the benign treatment far-right ex-

tremists received after setting fi re to a theatre as it screened a gay fi lm; they were 

eventually qualifi ed in court as mere “hooligans” rather than criminals.

Ukraine is certainly not a place where freedom of speech and expression is fi rmly 

secured and where international watchdogs can take a break. Yet, it is a country that 

requires an astute awareness of the reality on the ground in order to give meaning 

to the facts and fi gures. Merely crying wolf is ridiculous. And unnecessarily crying 

wolf over and over again is irresponsible. At some point it may really come – and 

by then nobody will believe it is real. 

Mykola Riabchuk is a Ukrainian writer, intellectual and a senior research fellow with the 

Institute of Political and Nationalities’ Studies at the Academy of Sciences in Kyiv.



Eastern Ukraine left in limbo
M A X I M  R U S T

A wave of assassinations and suspicious deaths has fallen upon the 
leaders and commanders of the self-proclaimed separatist republics 

in Ukraine’s east. As a result, there is very little hope of stability 
for the future while the status quo seems dangerous, at best. 

Th e confl ict in eastern Ukraine, which has been going on for the past three 

years, led not only to the creation of the self-proclaimed Donetsk and Luhansk 

People’s Republics, but, above all, to the development of a small group of political 

and military elite in the region. As a result of the ongoing war certain individuals 

came to power who would have not done so during peacetime. 

Some of these individuals became heroes among the local population and even 

celebrities in the Russian media. However, the majority of them did not manage to 

maintain support of the masses for too long. Almost all the separatist leaders from 

the fi rst wave are now dead. Interestingly, the most famous fi ghters for “freedom 

and independence” of Donbas and the leaders of the insurgency died not on the 

frontline, but in the deep end of it, often in dubious circumstances. What will hap-

pen to these unrecognised republics, where almost no ideological leaders are left?

The revolution devoured its own children

Th e separatist leaders began dying not long after the self-proclamation of the 

two republics – referred to as LNR and DNR. Within the past two years, this fate 

was shared by almost all of the popular heroes of Donbas. Instances of spectacular 

and unresolved killings of military leaders of the unrecognised republics especially 

increased between  and . One of the fi rst victims of the “Russian Spring” 

was Alexandr Bednov, whose alias was Batman. Bednov, who used to work as 

a bouncer in Luhansk nightclubs before the war, was commander of the Batman 
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battalion and defence minister in the LNR. He died on January st  as a re-

sult of an attack on the motorcade in which he was travelling. Evgeny Ishchenko 

(alias Kiddy) also died in January that year. Born in Russia, Ishchenko was mayor 

of Pervomaysk in the LNR and was considered a popular Cossack general. He was 

gunned down on one of the town’s streets.

Another victim was Aleksey Mozgovoy, an experienced fi eld commander and 

one of the most charismatic leaders of the Donbas insurgency. He commanded 

of the Prizrak (Ghost) brigade which had volunteers from Russia but also Spain 

and Italy and other western countries. Mozgovoy was later the leader of a division 

of the people’s militia of the LNR and one of the last military commanders who 

remained “independent” from the new republic’s administration. His proposal to 

arrest and sentence Luhansk women for visiting bars was regarded as controver-

sial, but he gained popularity with his determination and open critique of the LNR 

leadership. On May rd  his car was shelled and the commander died along 

with several comrades.

Th ere was one more independent commander in the LNR who shared this 

fate – the general-mayor and Cossack ataman Pavel Dremov (alias Batia). Dremov 

became popular on Russian TV thanks to his radical views and open hatred of the 

ruling LNR bureaucracy. Dremov accused the head of the republic, Igor Plotnitsky, 

of corruption, illegal coal trading and stealing humanitarian aid. At the end of  

The confl ict in eastern Ukraine not only led to the creation of the self-
proclaimed Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics, but, above all, to the 

development of a small group of political and military elite in the region.
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Dremov announced his plans to hold a press conference in Russia where he would 

disclose documents compromising Plotnitsky and his administration. On December 

th the -year old ataman’s car exploded with Dremov in it. Nine months later, 

on September th , Evgeny Zhilin, anti-Maidan activist and later commander 

of the Oplot paramilitary group in the DNR, was killed in a Moscow restaurant. 

Several days later the former LNR prime minister, Gennady Tsypkalov, was killed 

in prison. He was arrested by LNR secret services and accused of treason. In the 

offi  cial version, Tsypkalov died by suicide although his comrades claimed that the 

suicide was staged.

Arguably, the most spectacular assassination was of the most popular separa-

tists of Novorossiya – Arsen Pavlov (aka Motorola) on October th . Pavlov 

had an astonishing rise: within just two years he went from working at a carwash 

in the republic of Komi (in the north of Russia) to being promoted to the rank of 

colonel and commander of the Sparta battalion. Motorola became famous for his 

fi ghting at the Donetsk airport. He was a favourite on Russian TV and in the West, 

the face of Russia’s hybrid war. He was also known for his cruelty. In an interview 

with Russian media he acknowledged that he personally executed Ukrainian cap-

tives. Th e -year old commander died in a bomb explosion in the Donetsk hous-

ing block where he lived.

Popular interpretations

Th e killings continued into the new year. Towards the end of January this year, 

the fi rst governor and former leader of the LNR, Valery Bolotov was killed. Th e 

popular governor came into confl ict with the new administrations of LNR and 

DNR and fl ed to Russia. Offi  cially, Bolotov died of heart failure although many 

people, including his wife, claim that he was poisoned. A week later, on February 

th, Oleg Anashchenko, a fi ghter and head of the LNR militia, was killed when 

his car exploded in Luhansk.

Th e peak of the “black series” of deaths of the insurgency leaders was the assas-

sination of the last hero of the DNR, commander of the Somali battalion Mikhail 

Tolstykh (aka Givi). Similar to Pavlov, Tolstykh was famous for his controversial 

statements. He was one of the most famous fi eld commanders – a regular on Rus-

sian TV – and portrayed as an unbreakable hero of the people. Givi, just like Mo-

torola, became well-known for his determination and cruelty towards his enemies. 

At the same time, he remained the last military commander independent from the 

administration. Th e last hero of the “Russian Spring” died on February th  

in Makiyivka, close to Donetsk. Th e  year-old’s offi  ce was shelled with an RPG.
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Th ere are two dominant popular interpretations of the deaths of the separatist 

leaders: revenge from Kyiv or murders ordered by the Kremlin. After each spec-

tacular assassination, the authorities of the LNR and DNR traditionally blame the 

“Kyiv junta” and often claim they are onto the assassins. However, the announce-

ments usually represent the end of the pursuit. Th e only murder that was offi  cially 

acknowledged to be the work of the self-proclaimed republics was the murder of 

Bednov (Batman), who was offi  cially viewed as the leader of a criminal gang.

On the territory of the self-pro-

claimed republics, it is widely believed 

that there are professional sabotage 

groups sent by Ukraine in order to 

eliminate the separatist leaders. Kyiv 

and the Security Service of Ukraine 

deny or refuse to comment on such accusations. In some cases, conducting retali-

atory actions by Kyiv seems logical, such is the Ukrainian military’s will to take 

revenge on Motorola and Givi for humiliating, torturing and acknowledging the 

killing of Ukrainian hostages. But the majority in the secret service do not publi-

cally brag about such actions, since such actions would likely intensify the confl ict. 

In the end, the separatists themselves (especially those who survived assassination 

attempts) have made claims that these were not organised by sabotage groups 

since Ukrainian forces are too weak to do so. At the same time, Kyiv, like parts of 

the expert community, often point the fi nger at Moscow and separatist leaders as 

organisers of the assassinations. While it could often be justifi ed – such as in the 

case of a fi ghter who seriously began to play independent games – the Kremlin 

has been denying such accusations, hiding behind the claim that the confl ict in 

Donbas is an internal matter of Ukraine.

Mafi a states 

Donbas is a region rich in natural resources and had prospered in independent 

Ukraine. Th e new unconstrained leaders quickly began using their infl uence to 

convert social and political capital into material gains. In a region which was over-

whelmingly corrupt even before the war, patron-client relations have strengthened 

even more. Many of the people’s heroes of Novorossiya had valid convictions, so 

it is no surprise that criminal methods are used on a daily basis. Extortion, kid-

nappings and executions were daily events in both republics. Often the deaths of 

separatist leaders were simply the result of the mafi a settling accounts, rather than 

a fi ght for independence.

Th e separatist leaders began 
dying not long after the self-

proclamation of the two republics. 



129Eastern Ukraine left in limbo, Maxim Rust Opinion & Analysis  

In independent Ukraine, in Donetsk and Luhansk a specifi c system developed 

where economic, political, fi nancial and even criminal interests were often inter-

twined. Th e system has maintained in place and all the radical changes, such as the 

“Russian Spring” and the EuroMaidan, challenged the balance of power among the 

local clans and led to new struggles for infl uence. Th us, the confl ict in the east of 

Ukraine can also be considered a business project and the military commanders 

and politicians as partners in the scheme serving diff erent interests. 

Th e functioning of the LNR and the DNR is a lens in which one can clearly see 

the problems which had aff ected Ukraine for decades: corruption, informal con-

nections and clan rivalry in business and politics. Th e DNR deputy minister of 

industry and trade, Sergey Tretyakov, who was responsible for the distribution of 

humanitarian aid died suddenly on the same day as Valery Bolotov. Th e causes of 

his death are unknown. We know that Givi and Motorola were negotiating fees in 

the amount of  US dollars for a photoshoot for foreign journalists who were 

covering the fi ght for Donetsk airport. Mozgovoy, the commander of Prizrak bat-

talion, was meant to control the work of one of the biggest metallurgy plants in 

Donbas. Importantly, the conglomerate paid taxes to the Ukrainian budget the 

whole time, which means that it automatically supported the military activities of 

the Ukrainian army in the confl ict. Some analysts claim that this was the reason 

why the conglomerate functioned during the war. Th e activities of the business 

were halted only in the second half of February this year after the introduction of 

the blockade between the LNR and DNR by pro-Ukrainian activists. 

According to many experts, Dremov and the former LNR prime minister, 

Tsypkalov, had connections with Ukrainian oligarchs and were responsible for 

the functioning of their assets in the self-proclaimed republics. It is worth noting 

that the head of the LNR Igor Plotnitsky is the owner of a chain of supermarkets – 

even his closest circle often accused him of misappropriating humanitarian aid and 

selling it in his stores. Moreover, he was accused of illegal coal trading. Many such 

examples exist and help explain some of the murders of the separatist heroes who 

were also doing dirty business.

Fight for infl uence

Th e human factor can be important too, especially when it comes to fi eld the 

commanders. Average soldiers from various battalions often complained about the 

dire conditions in their formations, and while they fi ght and die, the command-

ers, usually not fi ghting on the frontlines, become famous and take credit for their 

eff orts. Th e fi ghters often accused their leaders of incompetence and treason, as 
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a result of which many common soldiers died. Th e latest reports suggest that both 

Givi and Motorola died at the hands of their own people.

Each version of the assassination of Donbas separatist leaders can be seen as 

partially justifi ed. And each of them refl ects a basic but logical process – the po-

litical fi ght and the struggle to develop a military and political monopoly in the 

unrecognised republics. Importantly, the fi ght for infl uence in the republics began 

even before the proclamation of the LNR and DNR. Here it is worth recalling Igor 

Strelkov Girkin, who came to Donbas at the beginning of the confl ict and became 

famous during the fi ght for Sloviansk and later as a commander of Donbas people’s 

army. Many of the deceased separatist commanders were connected with Girkin 

or were his subordinates (for example, Givi, Motorola, Batia and others). In time 

the number of clans fi ghting for power and infl uence in the republics grew, the 

situation deteriorated and the administration of the republics became increasingly 

complicated. Girkin returned to Russia in the summer of , but his people stayed 

in Donbas and their ambitions and appetites grew.

Currently, the LNR is headed 

by Igor Plotnitsky and the DNR 

by Alexander Zakharchenko. Th ey 

both survived assassination at-

tempts and the series of unre-

solved killings of separatist leaders 

suggests that both had conducted 

purges in order to consolidate 

power in the republics. It is espe-

cially evident when looking at Plotnitsky. Almost all of his competitors and critics 

have died: Bednov, Ishchenko, Mozgovoy, Dremov, Tsypkalov and others. Some 

of the heroes of the “Russian Spring” voluntarily resigned in exchange for their 

lives – that was the case with Girkin and a few other separatist leaders who ceded 

their political activities or left for Russia. 

Motorola and Givi had the lowest political ambitions and did not get involved 

in internal struggles. Th ey were fully content with their roles as heroes and celebri-

ties of Russian media. Perhaps this is why they survived for so long. Nevertheless, 

they both became dangerously popular and, in addition, they were commanders 

of battalions not fully controlled by the republics.

It could be assumed that after the centralisation of the state apparatus and the 

conclusion of purges, Plotnitsky and Zakharchenko themselves will be replaced. 

Th e next number of months will show if this will be truly the case. What is known 

for certain, though, is that after the killings of Givi and Motorola, the last peo-

ple’s commanders and Donbas heroes, there is no one left who fought in this war 

Th e functioning of the rebel republics 
is a lens in which one can clearly see 

the problems which had aff ected 
Ukraine for decades: corruption, 

informal connections and clan rivalry.



131Eastern Ukraine left in limbo, Maxim Rust Opinion & Analysis  

for whatever idea. In the LNR and DNR, the era of insurgency and the “Russian 

Spring” has come to an end, burying the pipe dream of independent republics. Th e 

question remains – what’s next for the self-proclaimed republics?

The inconvenient status quo

When speaking about statehood of the separatist republics which, since their 

proclamation, have existed only on paper, it is worth noting yet another integra-

tion project, the so-called Novorossiya federation. Created by the leadership of the 

LNR and the DNR in May , the para-state did not survive even a year. Th e 

leaders of the separatist republics justifi ed the “suspension” of the project with the 

fact that it contradicts the Minsk II agreement. In reality, the internal struggles in 

both republics played a decisive role, demonstrating that the popular leaders and 

Donbas commanders lack any vision. 

Among the western opinions, one still encounters a view that Russia would hap-

pily incorporate Donetsk and Luhansk into its territory. In the era of post-truth and 

Twitter politics, those who believe in such a concept can fi nd a number of arguments 

to support this vision. One example was the press conference of Zakharchenko 

and Plotnitsky in mid-February of this year, during which both leaders announced 

that they are not planning to withdraw their forces and will seek to regain control 

over the “temporarily occupied territories”, as they refer to the areas of Donetsk 

and Luhansk outside the control of the DNR and the LNR. 

In addition, Vladimir Putin’s decision 

to temporarily recognise passports and 

other documents issued by the separatist 

authorities was received in the West as 

a signal that Russia may be getting ready 

for another annexation. However, if we 

look at the facts such a move would 

not benefi t Russia. Th e Kremlin has 

long practiced the politics of accepting 

documents issued by separatist regimes 

while refusing to recognise their statehood. In this situation it is a strategic move, 

giving Moscow more room for manoeuvring. It can also be a clear sign for Donald 

Trump after the recent cooling of relations between Russia and the United States. 

First, the incorporation of the DNR and LNR into Russia would mean a defi -

nite regress and deterioration of relations with the West, which are already dire. It 

would also mean the introduction of additional harmful sanctions against Russia 

Th e incorporation of the DNR 
and LNR into Russia would 
mean a defi nite regress and 
deterioration of relations with the 
West, which are already dire.
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and its even greater isolation on the international arena. Given the current state 

of the country, it would be the last thing Moscow would desire and the Kremlin 

most likely understands this.

Second, the annexation of the LNR and DNR would automatically lead to mul-

timillion budget expenses. Th e experience of the “reintegration of Crimea with the 

motherland,” taught Russia that this can be a very costly endeavour. Hence this raises 

the question as to whether Ukrainian authorities have any concrete plans and vision 

on how to regulate the situation with the separatist republics in the near future. 

It is diffi  cult to say if Donbas will share the fate of Transnistria, however the 

status quo will most likely last for some time. After the purges in the LNR and 

DNR ended, one could hear the opinion that the leadership and the people’s com-

manders of both republics can be replaced by politicians and businessmen from 

Yanukovych’s closest circle who after the victory of EuroMaidan fl ed with him to 

Russia. While it may sound like political fi ction, it is worth remembering that over 

the past year the majority of events in Donbas did not follow any logical pattern – 

the actions and decisions markedly diff ered from the earlier political declarations. 

And that has been the case on both sides. Th e Yanukovych-connected emigration 

did not fi ght against the Ukrainian army and that is of crucial importance. Maybe 

such politicians and businessmen could become pragmatic, faceless and loyal to 

the Kremlin bureaucracy. Such a new administration of the unrecognised republics 

could also become a stabilising factor. It may sound paradoxical, but it could lead 

to a compromise supported by both sides. 

Translated by Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska

Maxim Rust is a political scientist, a graduate of doctoral studies at the University 

of Warsaw. His research interests include political elites and transformation 

processes in the post-Soviet space. He has worked with the Jan Nowak-Jeziorański 

College of Eastern Europe in Wrocław and the Heinrich Böll Foundation.



The legacy of the 
Revolution on Granite

O L G A  O N U C H

Th e  Revolution on Granite was an 
innovative contentious performance. Th e protest 

created new boundaries for the discourse of 
contention in independent Ukraine, which is 
represented in an ongoing struggle between 
national and liberal claims. It also created 

a new generation of political leaders who go 
on to inspire, train and mentor subsequent 

generations of mass mobilisation in Ukraine.

Ukraine’s Revolution on Granite in  was undoubtedly part of a larger pro-

test wave that was observed in Eastern Europe between  and . Th is wave 

had its roots in human rights activism and the rise of student and labour unionism 

across the region – which led to the creation of social movement organisations 

such as Charter , Solidarnoś ć , and the Helsinki Human Rights groups. Following 

a wave of repressions, activist leaders in Czechoslovakia, Poland and elsewhere in 

the region were forced underground, slowing their activities and co-ordination. 

Gorbachev’s introduction of perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost (openness) 

policies in - created political opportunity for a fresh wave of mobilisation 

in the region. In the communist states, these policies provided the already active 

Charter  and Solidarnoś ć  with new openings for collective action and allowed 

them greater freedom to mobilise a broader cross-cleavage network of potential 

participants in their respective countries. 
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Roots of the revolution

Similar to the experience of their neighbours, in the s nationalist, dissident, 

human rights and labour organisations in Ukraine shifted their focus towards inde-

pendence and pro-democracy. But one important diff erence remained: Ukrainian 

social movement organisation (SMO) networks were severely weakened, if not almost 

completely obliterated, following three waves of mass repressions (including psychi-

atric hospitalisation and imprisonment in hard labour camps). Th us, unlike many of 

their counterparts in Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland, who were imprisoned 

for shorter periods of time, but were forced to work underground in the s, most 

Ukrainian activists were not even able to return to Kyiv, Kharkiv or Lviv. It was not 

until after perestroika and glasnost policies fully took hold and the phased release of 

political prisoners from the Gulag took place when activists in Ukraine began once 

again co-ordinating actions – the culmination of which was the Revolution on Granite. 

When Ukrainian dissidents, 

like Viacheslav Chornovil and 

Ivan Drach, returned from pris-

ons, labour camps and exile in 

-, they swiftly immersed 

themselves in political activi-

ties. Th ey resurrected Prosvita 

and Moloda Prosvita, set up the 

People’s Movement of Ukraine or 

simply Rukh (Ukrainian for movement), and resumed the publication of Samvydav 

(Samyzdat) Ukraiin’skyi Vistnyk (Ukrainian Bulletin). According to Victor Satze-

wich, Chronovil and Drach, saw these activities as a direct continuation of their 

previous activism much like their contemporaries (Václav Havel, Adam Michnik 

and Lech Wałęsa). Rukh was the focal point of collective action against the state 

and party in Ukraine. Formally established in  as the People’s Movement in 

Support of Perestroika (like its counterparts in Czechoslovakia and Poland), Rukh 

was also reorganised into a political party in . Its leaders also saw a need to 

develop a more militant and engaged youth wing, and sought out connections in 

universities and schools across the country. Th ese activities mobilised a new gen-

eration of activists and resulted in the setting up of Molodyi Rukh.

Th e reactivation of activists, their building up of cross-cleavage network ties and 

the intensifi cation of direct action tactics in Ukraine were all very similar to the experi-

ences in Poland and Czechoslovakia one year earlier. Moreover, as in Hungary, Poland, 

the GDR, and Czechoslovakia, the elite and communist party missteps and interven-

tions would only further motivate and mobilise citizens to join in the protest events.

In the s nationalist, dissident, 
human rights and labour organisations 
in Ukraine shifted their focus towards 

independence and pro-democracy.
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The revolution in detail

Of course, the events of  in Ukraine were not happening in a vacuum. 

Observing the outcomes of elite miscalculation in the GDR and Poland, swift 

negotiated transitions in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, and the fate of Nicolae 

Ceaușescu in Romania, the political elite in Ukraine were at least in part ready to 

bend to protest demands creating political opportunity structures for mobilisa-

tion. One such elite action was the Ukrainian SSR parliament declaration of state 

sovereignty of Ukraine on July th , following which protest co-ordination 

reached a highpoint in Ukraine. First, in response to a call-to-action by Rukh, the 

protests against the proposed resigning of the Union Treaty commenced on Sep-

tember th . But it was the estimated more than , ordinary citizens 

(a large portion of whom were students) that joined in a September th mass 

protest that tipped the scales in favour of “people power” in Ukraine. 

On the following day, smaller protests continued (estimated at ,) and 

workers unions and opposition parties organised a one-day national strike. On 

October nd students from Lviv, Kyiv and Kharkiv descended on the Maidan Ne-

zalezhnosti and set up a city tent and launched an all-Ukrainian student hunger 

strike. At its height, it was , strong and became known as the Revolution on 

Granite. Th e student strike and occupation of the Maidan continued until Octo-

ber th when the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine voted on and published a response 

agreeing to most of the student demands. Within a year, following elite negotia-

tions, Ukraine held a new presidential election and a referendum on independ-

ence, but no new elections to the Verkhovna Rada. Th us, like its counterparts in 

the rest of the region, the Revolution on Granite was successful in achieving most 

but not all of its initial aims. People power put pressure on politicians but in the 

end the elite actors negotiated independence and the transfer of power on their 

own terms. Yet, how important was the Revolution on Granite for activism in 

post-independence Ukraine? 

Trendsetter

When tracing the ideas of activism (grievances and claims) in Ukraine, mobili-

sational frames have moved from a focus on national liberation to broader notions 

of human and civil rights. Th ese ideas were refl ected in the actions and activities 

that contention embodies overtime. Th e Revolution on Granite found itself at 

the crossroads, or perhaps in the crosshairs, of all three claims. Claims were both 

nationally focused (and some may argue nationalist) – articulating what could be 
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understood as pro-Ukrainian demands (the Ukrainisation of Communist Party 

property) – as well as internationalist in nature, popularising universal human 

rights (e.g., the abolishment of compulsory conscription). Th e students also made 

demands seeking liberal political reforms (e.g., the resignation of non-elected states-

men and a new round of democratically contested elections) and the protection of 

individual and civic rights (demand for direct elections and a popular referendum). 

Th us, there was a tension between some of the demands. Th ey were both na-

tional/pro-Ukrainian/collective and liberal/civic/individualist in nature. Th is ten-

sion, between what can be described as competing ideological master frames, con-

tinued throughout the next three waves of protest-events in independent Ukraine 

including such protest actions as (Ukraine without Kuchma -; the Orange 

Revolution ; and the EuroMaidan -). In speaking with participants 

of the  events, it is clear that this tension transcended ideas and also resulted 

in divisions between more liberal leaders and their network, like Oleksandr Doniy 

and Vyacheslav Kyrylenko, and more right-wing leaders and their network, like 

Markiyan Ivashchyshyn. Th is was a pattern that has plagued Ukrainian activists 

for decades to come.

Th e Revolution on Granite is also 

the main trendsetter for determin-

ing the central repertoires of conten-

tion used by Ukrainian activists to 

this day. Many repertoires observed 

in Ukraine, such as the tent city, the 

concert stage, and the use of humour 

and performance are often explained 

as being imported from abroad by 

think tanks, non-governmental organisations and intergovernmental organisa-

tions, or more recently, they are traced back to the Orange Revolution or, at best, 

to Ukraine without the Kuchma protests. But this is incorrect. Th is cluster of po-

litical performances was historically specifi c, fi rst to the Revolution on Granite, 

and later mimicked and adopted by future generations of activists.

Th e Revolution on Granite was innovative and changed the parameters of the 

repertoires of contention in Ukraine. Its activists were fi rst to completely occupy 

and settle in a public space, the Maidan Nezalezhnosti (at that time called Square 

of the October Revolution). Th is move to the Maidan was a departure from previ-

ous protest events which were typically held in front of Shevchenko Monuments, 

the Verkhovna Rada, or local councils. Th e tent city (an innovation of ) was 

important as it made the protest more permanent and less transient. Th us, it was 

a more visible force which the state had to reckon with. 

Th e Revolution on Granite was 
the fi rst Maidan that would 

demand full independence and 
a democratic Ukraine that is free 

from colonial and foreign control.
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Th e symbolism of choosing the Maidan for the tent city – which up until October 

 was one of the main sites associated with the  October Revolution – was 

not coincidental. It represented the reclaiming of the Soviet history and a chal-

lenge to Soviet colonial rule in Ukraine. As participants of the events explained, 

this was the fi rst Maidan that would demand full independence and a democratic 

Ukraine that is free from colonial and foreign control. Th us, the reclaiming and 

occupation of the Maidan as the centre of contention in Ukraine is a legacy from 

the Revolution on Granite. 

Furthermore, the image and 

voice of the Ukrainian protest-

er was also enshrined in . 

Th is included the bandanas that 

youth activists wore (repeated 

again in ,  and ) 

as well as the fl ags, banners and 

slogans they displayed in their 

demand fordignity (hidnist’) and Ukrainian unity (skhid i zakhid razom, east and 

west together). Th e choice of having a stage surrounded by barricades as the focal 

point of the event, where protesters would gather to make speeches, read poems, 

and sing traditional and popular songs was also adapted and mimicked by par-

ticipants of future protests. Th e stage itself became the embodiment of the battle-

ground between the protesters and the state and between activists and politicians 

(in , , - when multiple stages were set up and some activists 

were banned from the stage). Th e competition for who controls the stage and gets 

to be the most infl uential in framing the protest, according to their ideology and 

benefi t, is also a legacy of the divisions among the leaders of the Revolution on the 

Granite and the networks they represented.

Blueprint for mobilisation

Although there are only a few moments of large protest, there are many net-

works of activism and at least some are active simultaneously and almost continu-

ally. Th is is evident in the diff erent trans-generational but regionalised nature of 

tusovky (cliques) of activism in Ukraine. Yet, while mobilisation of SMOs and the 

networks they form is ongoing, it fl uctuates in size, scope and visibility over time. 

In rare moments in time they come together, become denser, begin to overlap and 

become better equipped at reaching out to ordinary citizens. As a result of this, it 

creates the opportunity for mass mobilisation. Th e Revolution on Granite was one 

Th e  Revolution on Granite was 
highly infl uential – it connected the 
old guard dissidents with a newly 
socialised generation of activist leaders.
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such moment. Th e student activists were able to connect to and receive direct or 

symbolic support of a variety of diff erent organisations and groups in society. Th is 

coalition building was also responsible for their success insofar as the potential ability 

to mobilise other segments of society made them appear more powerful vis-à-vis 

the Verkhovna Rada which was increasingly seen as lacking a popular mandate.

In this respect, the Revolution on Granite also sets the pace for future network 

formations, coalitions and co-ordination. It represents possibly the fi rst such wide-

spread coming together of SMOs and the networks they formed. Th e coalition 

included student and youth organisations from across key islands of contention 

in Ukraine (Lviv, Kyiv, Kharkiv and even Odesa), activists with past experience 

and the organisations that they helped co-ordinate (Rukh and Ukrainske Bratsvo), 

journalists and their unions, political parties and political unions (including party 

youth wings) and some labour unions (including the Donbas miners, who joined 

the students and showed solidarity with them). Th e most successful mobilisa-

tions in  and - were based on such cross-cleavage coalitions. Th e 

ability of the claims, popularised by the students on the Maidan, to resonate with, 

connect and not ostracise a wider network of groups laid the blueprint for future 

mobilisation in Ukraine. 

Personalities and personal relationships

Th rough process tracing it became clear that most post- activists had very 

similar trajectories of personal engagement in activism. Th ese individuals were 

the key transporters or carriers of claims and mobilisational frames over time. In 

this regard, the Revolution on Granite was highly infl uential – it connected the 

old guard dissidents with a newly socialised generation of activist leaders. Th e in-

dividual dissidents, such as Chornovil, interacted with Doniy and Kyrylenko and 

created personal links between past contention and future repertoires. But cru-

cially, the young leaders of the protest (such as Doniy, Ivashchyshyn, Kyrylenko, 

and Mykhailo Svystovych, among others) would later go on to become prominent 

journalists, politicians and leaders of some of most important SMOs connected 

to the  Ukraine without Kuchma protests and the  Orange Revolution. 

Th ey would inspire, train and mentor new generations in both the  and 

- mass mobilisations. Doniy, for instance, set up the Last Barricade, went 

into politics and was active in the Ukraine without Kuchma protests. Ivashchy-

shyn mentored young activists who would go on to set up Yellow Pora in . 

Kyrylenko, who also became a politician and is the current deputy prime min-

ister, was involved in Ukraine without Kuchma and the Orange Revolution. He 
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helped to co-ordinate the Maidan and was involved in communications between 

politicians and activist SMOs. Svystovych went on to create the website maidan.

org.ua – an essential tool for activist co-ordination and communication. Th e site 

also published the Kuchma gate tapes and was involved in the coordination of the 

Ukraine without Kuchma and Orange Revolution protests, and is an important 

source for activist to this day. 

Th e Revolution on Granite was an innovative contentious performance. Yet, 

even though it was organised and enacted by a new generation of activists, it was in 

some way connected to the past and heavily infl uence future protests. Th e protest 

created new boundaries for the discourse of contention in independent Ukraine, 

which is represented in an ongoing struggle between national and liberal claims. 

Th e student demands resonated and brought together a diverse network of actors 

across society – creating a blueprint for the cross-class coalition needed for suc-

cessfully bending the state to give in. 

Finally, it created a new generation of political leaders. And while not all con-

tinued their activism and some became politicians and journalists, their personal 

relationships and ability to mentor future generations of activists proved vital dur-

ing future mobilisations in , , and -. Th e Revolution on Granite 

was comparable to the wave of protest events that took place across Eastern Eu-

rope between  and , but represents a critical juncture for the trajectory 

of Ukrainian activism. 

 Olga Onuch holds a lectureship in politics at the University of Manchester and is an associate 

member (politics group) at Nuffi  eld College at the University of Oxford. She is a - 

visiting fellow at the Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies at Harvard University.



Lithuania, Poland and 
Ukraine join forces

J A K U B  B O R N I O

In December  a joint Lithuanian-Polish-Ukrainian 
brigade confi rmed its full operational capability during the 
certifi cation exercise called “Common Challenge ”. By 
doing so the unit has become the fi rst of its kind to consist 
of combined military forces of the three nations, invoking 

the heritage of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

In  the ministers of defence of Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine expressed 

a willingness to establish a joint military battalion. Th e trilateral meeting of the 

ministers took place on June th on the side of the meeting of the North Atlan-

tic Council and the NATO-Ukraine Commission. Th e idea of setting-up a joint 

unit was already voiced during the presidency of Viktor Yushchenko, who had 

successfully emerged from Ukraine’s Orange Revolution on a platform of placing 

the country on the pro-West path. Th e readiness of Yushchenko’s administration 

to strengthen relations with western structures was emphatically expressed one 

month after the June  talks on the Lithuanian, Polish and Ukrainian battalion. 

Th e joint statement of the NATO-Ukraine Commission from July th noted 

that “the Ukrainian Ambassador re-affi  rmed Ukraine’s strategic course for Euro-

Atlantic integration aimed at achieving full membership in the [NATO] Alliance”. 

In the same statement, NATO referred to its “open door policy” and applauded 

Ukraine’s progress in implementing key reforms in the defence sector as well as 

“strengthening its democratic institutions”. Th e geopolitical situation at that time, 

especially in terms of NATO-Russia relations in the context of Ukraine, was mark-

edly diff erent than what came after the EuroMaidan Revolution in . However, 
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the Ukrainian revolution is not the only reason behind the most recent decline in 

NATO-Russia relations. 

Geopolitical setbacks

Th e poor current state of NATO-Russia relations dates back to a series of events 

at the beginning of  and immediately after the NATO Summit in Bucharest, 

where the Alliance agreed that both Ukraine and Georgia “will become mem-

bers of NATO”. Th e Kosovo declaration of independence and the August Russo-

Georgian War were particularly key moments which began the downward spiral. 

Th ese events also impacted the decision by the three states of Lithuania, Poland 

and Ukraine to move ahead with the joint battalion. In the fall of  a decision 

was made to upgrade the level of co-operation from battalion to brigade and by the 

end of  representatives of the founding states signed a letter of intent, which 

established the brigade’s name (the LITPOLUKRBRIG), initial tasks, objectives 

as well as a plan for further development. Th e current binding technical agreement 

states that only soldiers from Lithuanian, Polish and Ukrainian armed forces can 

offi  cially be a part of the brigade. However, since the very beginning, the brigade 

had pursued a policy of “free access”, which means any state interested in joining 

Members of the Lithuanian-Polish-Ukrainian brigade participate in 
a parade in Kyiv. There is no doubt that this trilateral military collaboration 

will have a signifi cant infl uence on the security of the region.
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the battalion could sign on. Hence, enlargement of the unit is possible, should 

there be such political will. 

Although the establishment of the brigade was initiated in , the founding 

states already had experience with co-operation in joint battalions. Yet, this would 

be the fi rst time a trilateral unit was being set up. Previous co-operation includes 

the Lithuanian-Polish Peace Force Battalion (LITPOLBAT, -), which 

was fi rst proposed by Algirdas Brazauskas the former president of Lithuania, as 

well as the Polish-Ukrainian Peace Force Battalion (POLUKRBAT, -). 

In contrast to the Lithuanian-Polish Battalion, the POLUKRBAT took on joint 

peacekeeping missions. In July  soldiers of the battalion were deployed to Ko-

sovo to take part in the KFOR mission. During the mission, they worked closely 

with a platoon of Lithuanian soldiers who also quartered within the Multinational 

Task Force. Furthermore, Lithuanian, Polish and Ukrainian militaries participated 

in the second Iraq war. Between  and  Poles commanded the Multina-

tional Division Central-South. During this fi ve year period, the division combined 

soldiers from  countries, including Lithuanians and Ukrainians. Unlike the 

Lithuanian contribution to the division, which was rather symbolic, the Ukraine’s 

armed forces provided , soldiers, only second after Poland (, soldiers) 

in regards to manpower. 

Even though the LITPOLUKR

BRIG was expected to be fully op-

erational by , the unit launching 

was delayed. Th is was directly related 

to a change in Ukraine’s pro-NATO 

policy which shifted after Viktor Yanu-

kovych came to power in . Th e 

pro-Russian candidate of the Party of 

Regions announced that Ukraine would 

now pursue a non-aligned status in its 

foreign and security policy. Yanukovych unequivocally withdrew Ukraine from its 

pursuit of NATO membership, but did not fully exclude co-operation with third 

countries. Despite the change of course in Ukraine’s foreign policy, Lithuanian 

and Polish leaders remained determined to launch the trilateral Brigade by the 

Eastern Partnership Summit in Vilnius in October . Th is plan was thwarted 

as the Ukrainian side failed to give fi nal consent on the matter, foreshadowing 

a radical change in Yanukovych’s foreign policy which was fully demonstrated 

in Ukraine’s offi  cial withdrawal from the Association Agreement with the Euro-

pean Union. As a result of this unexpected decision, pro-European Ukrainians 

began a mass protest which evolved into the anti-governmental revolution and 

Since the start, the brigade 
pursued a policy of “free access”, 

which means any state interested 
in joining the brigade could 

sign on. Hence, enlargement 
of the unit is possible. 
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saw Yanukovych fl eeing from power. Th is allowed for a new breakthrough mo-

ment in the trilateral defence co-operation which came after the revolution and 

change of government. 

Fully operational 

In March  during a meeting of Lithuanian and Polish ministers of defence, 

the then Polish minister, Tomasz Siemoniak, confi rmed that the LITPOLUKR

BRIG project was back on. Th e readiness of Vilnius and Warsaw to continue the 

brigade’s process was met by approval from Kyiv’s new government. Soon after 

the Ukrainian minister of defence was given a mandate to sign the agreement as 

quickly as possible. In September  during the peak of the war in Donbas, an 

agreement on the formation of the trilateral Lithuanian-Polish-Ukrainian Brigade 

was fi nally signed. In July , a technical agreement was reached in Lviv, which 

focused on detailed aspects of co-operation. By January  the brigade was for-

mally operational. Full capability was confi rmed by the certifi cation exercise called 

“Common Challenge-” in Nowa Dęba, Poland. Around  soldiers participated 

in the exercise.

Th e headquarters of the brigade is 

located in Lublin, in the southeast of 

Poland. Th e brigade is commanded 

on a rotational basis. Th e command 

and offi  cers of the founding states are 

permanently based in Lublin with the 

headquarters consisting of  offi  cers from Poland,  from Ukraine and fi ve from 

Lithuania. In total, the brigade has around , soldiers and each founding state 

contributes to the unit by involving one infantry battalion, which all together make 

up the main combat force. According to the assumptions, the LITPOLUKRBRIG 

is obliged to maintain readiness in case it is needed for a peacekeeping mission 

or crisis management based on a United Nations mandate. However, the priori-

ties of the brigade have greatly shifted due to the current geopolitical situation 

in the region.

Since  one of the primary aims of Poland’s eastern policy has been to sup-

port the independence of the former Soviet republics. Th is independence is essen-

tially understood as independence from Moscow. Unquestionably the countries 

closest to Poland, such as the Baltic states, Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova, were 

given top priority in this context. A major step in consolidating this objective was 

to root these countries, as well as Poland, in the Euro-Atlantic soil. Both Poland 

Th e priorities of the brigade have 
greatly shifted due to the current 
geopolitical reality in the region.
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and Lithuania are now members of the EU and NATO, though Ukraine is not. 

Th e LITPOLUKRBRIG can hence be seen as a continuation and a key element 

not only of Poland’s security policy but also its eastern policy.

Collective security

Due to Russia’s aggressive policy in the region, which became even more evi-

dent in  with the illegal annexation of Crimea and support for separatists in 

Ukraine’s east, countries like Lithuania and Poland felt a greater risk to their own 

security. Moreover, the concerns of Warsaw and Vilnius are reinforced by Russian 

military activity in their direct vicinity, including airspace violations, the deploy-

ment of three new division along Russia’s western boarder and reports of military 

build-up in the Kaliningrad oblast. 

Th e trilateral brigade is a Lithuanian and Polish support platform to the Armed 

Forces of Ukraine. Th rough co-operation the Ukrainian army is able to participate 

in joint exercises and trainings such as Anakonda-, Triple Brave, Brave Band, 

Maple Arch- and Common Challenge. Ukraine’s participation via the brigade 

directly infl uences Ukraine’s operational capacity as well as its interoperability 

within NATO procedures. Due to the co-operation Ukrainian soldiers are now able 

to acquire more experience, similar to that off ered by other NATO allies within 

the framework of the Joint Multinational Training Group. 

Th e brigade is also profi table for Lithuanian and Polish forces. Ukrainian soldiers, 

for instance, share their experiences of the war in the East with their partners in 

the West. Assuming that the main threat to the region could include an element 

of hybrid warfare conducted by Russia, the knowledge and skills of the Ukrainian 

soldiers could prove extraor-

dinarily valuable to countries 

like Poland and Lithuania. Th e 

trilateral defence co-operation 

also has an added benefi t of 

strengthening Polish-Lithua-

nian relations, which have had 

some rough patches over the last 

several years. Most importantly, 

the engagement – along with other joint activities, such as Polish engagement in 

the Baltic air-policing mission, the Multinational Corps Northeast or common ef-

forts for the deployment of NATO forces on the eastern fl ank – reaffi  rm collective 

security and NATO’s deterrence potential. 

Th e appeal to the heritage of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth in forming 

the brigade is essential since it can 
provide a counterweight to Russia’s 

historical infl uence in the region.
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Since the procedure of running peacekeeping missions under the umbrella of the 

United Nations has its specifi city, the joint brigade will most likely not carry out its 

statutory task. Th is is caused by the necessity of simultaneous approval from both 

Ukraine (as a country which contributes to the mission) and Russia (a permanent 

member of the UN Security Council). Considering the current state of Russian-

Ukrainian relations, as well as the divergence of interests, the LITPOLUKRBRIG 

contributing to UN peacekeeping mission as a compact unit appears to be out of 

the question. Nonetheless there is a high possibility that the brigade will serve as 

a European Union Battlegroup (EU BG) in the coming years – as it was announced 

by the founders. Ukrainian and Polish soldiers have experience in bilateral collabo-

ration within the framework of EU BGs since soldiers from Ukraine joined the 

Visegrád Battle Group, which was on duty in the fi rst half of .

Benefi ts beyond defence

Th e trilateral Lithuanian-Polish-Ukrainian Brigade is unquestionably a military 

project, though its existence may have a greater impact in the political realm than 

the defence sphere. Th e conditions and speed in which Vilnius, Warsaw and Kyiv 

have decided to form the brigade reveal that Ukraine is determined to co-operate 

within Euro-Atlantic structures while Lithuania and Poland do their part to keep 

Ukraine on this course. It is worth noting that this will spans governments of diff erent 

political parties in both countries and in spite of political frictions in other spheres. 

Th ere is no doubt that this trilateral military collaboration will have a signifi -

cant infl uence on the security of the region. Th e opportunity of being included in 

joint exercises and training with NATO forces is invaluable for Ukrainian soldiers. 

It is also an opportunity to build a stronger regional identity based on common 

experiences and threats. Th e appeal to the heritage of the Polish-Lithuanian Com-

monwealth in forming the brigade is also essential since it can provide a counter-

weight to Russia’s historical infl uence in the region. Such a narrative undermines 

the hegemonic position of Russia as the only factor integrating Eastern Europe. 

Lastly, it is noteworthy that the soldiers of the LITPOLUKRBRIG also partici-

pate in symbolic activities, such as parades on Ukraine’s Independence Day or the 

celebration of Ukrainian Unity Day. Such activities certainly play a positive role in 

Ukrainian society’s morale.

Jakub Bornio is a PhD candidate at the chair of European Studies at 

the University of Wrocław and has worked as specialist with the Jan 

Nowak-Jeziorański College of Eastern Europe in Wrocław.



YULIA ORE SHINA: 
Since the beginning 
of 2017 constitution-
al changes have 
become one of the 
main topics covered 
by Georgian media. 
How do you charac-
terise this process?
ZAZA RUK HA

DZE: To answer 

this question let 

me fi rst stress that 

the process we 

are talking about, 

even though it has 

a more local char-

acter, goes beyond the Georgian context. 

In other words, Georgia’s constitutional 

developments derive from western de-

mocracy and western constitutional expe-

riences. Th e latter is mostly based on an 

interrelation of national and international 

constitutional practices and experiences, 

and to a lesser 

extent on na-

tional trends. 

Th us, the on-

going process 

of the consti-

tutional chang-

es in Georgia 

includes both 

modifi cations 

in the organi-

sation of gov-

ernment and 

improvements 

in the area of 

human rights 

and freedoms. 

What are the major changes that are be-
ing introduced to the current constitution?

Th e goal of the constitutional com-

mission is to complete the process of 

establishing a parliamentary system in 

Georgia. Th is process is conditioned by 

Georgia’s thorny path 
to constitutionalism

An interview with Zaza Rukhadze, dean of the School of Law, 
Social Sciences and Diplomacy at the Georgian American 

University and member of the state constitutional commission. 
Interviewer: Yulia Oreshina
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the evolution of our constitution and the 

recent history of our constitutionalism. 

Georgia, so far, has experienced a presi-

dential system, a mixed form of govern-

ance and now we are on our way towards 

the parliamentary model. Th e aspiration 

of those involved in the current process 

of introducing constitutional changes is 

to advance the latter model.

How do these dynamics have an eff ect 
on the current process? When was the presi-
dential system introduced?

Since regaining independence in  

Georgia’s path towards constitutional-

ism was quite diffi  cult and complex. Th e 

main obstacle towards building a strong 

constitutional system was the fact that 

it was largely driven by the political and 

cultural elite. Th at is why the presidential 

model, which was established in , 

was a very diffi  cult task from the perspec-

tive of constitutional practice. On top of 

that, the political reality of that time did 

not make things any easier. Th e country 

paid a high price for independence. Th is 

included the Tbilisi massacre on April 

th , the civil war, and the attacks 

against leaders of the national liberation 

movement and President Eduard Shev-

ardnadze. Th us, the presidential model 

that was fi rst established was aimed at 

strengthening the legitimacy of the gov-

ernment, and Shevardnadze was person-

ally involved in drafting the constitution 

which was adopted on August th .

What sort of changes did the Rose Revo-
lution bring to the constitution? 

Th e government of the Mikheil Saa-

kashvili’s United National Movement, 

which came to power as a result of the 

Rose Revolution, managed to rule the 

country for nine years. Th e constitutional 

changes that were introduced in  led 

to the formation of a super-presidential 

model based on a strong presidential role 

while at the same time suppressing the 

role of parliament. Th erefore the par-

liament, but also the judiciary and local 

authorities, were unable to control and 

balance the executive government. Un-

surprisingly, experts were already point-

ing to a defi cit of democracy in Georgia. 

Th ese concerns translated into political 

unrest and tension, and a large part of 

the political opposition and the general 

public believed that the major reason for 

the ineff ectiveness of the political system 

and the government was its unfair sepa-

ration of constitutional powers. 

Did the same pattern remain under Saa-
kashvili’s governance?

After the  elections the UNM 

government remained in power, but 

criticism towards the presidential sys-

tem became more severe. As early as 

, protests were organised against the 

system of government. In response, the 

government decided to establish a special 

constitutional commission which was 

tasked with developing a more balanced 

model. Th is move had two dimensions. 

First, it was to prevent further street dem-

onstrations by engaging representatives 

of the opposition and inviting them to 

take part in the commission. However, 
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this goal was only partially achieved, 

since a part of the opposition and some 

members of the public boycotted the 

state commission and created their own 

alternative commission. Second, the new 

system was meant to pragmatically safe-

guard the long-term goals of the ruling 

party, specifi cally to keep Saakashvili in 

power. Th e constitution states that one 

person is allowed to be elected president 

for no more than two terms. However, 

as Saakashvili wanted to maintain power 

after the end of the second term of his 

presidency, it was conceived that he could 

become prime minister. Th e reform of 

the constitution was supposed to serve 

this goal.

After the 2012 parliamentary elections the 
composition of the Georgian government 
changed. Did this disturb the implementa-
tion of constitutional reforms?

Th e package of constitutional changes 

which introduced the new model was 

adopted by Georgia’s parliament as early 

as November . However, several 

important provisions of those changes 

came into force only by the end of , 

when the newly elected president would 

take the oath of offi  ce. According to this 

model, the functions of the next presi-

dent were restricted while the functions 

of the prime minister and the govern-

ment were increased.

So do you think that the constitution-
al changes introduced in 2010 achieved 
their objective – a more democratic gov-
ernment…

My answer to this will be very simple – 

no. I would give the same answer if you 

asked me about the current process of 

constitutional changes in Georgia. Th ere 

was no feeling of fi nal democratisation 

of the government. I was a member of 

the constitutional commission at that 

time and I observed the situation from 

the inside. I was the head of the working 

group on presidential powers and I can 

say that it was diffi  cult and contradic-

tory process.

What were the main points of disagree-
ment?

Even the supporters of strengthening 

the position of parliament argued that the 

proposed model was inconsistent. Th ey 

believed that it still included too wide 

range of competence for the president, 

which could lead to potential political 

confl icts. Th e necessity of constitutional 

changes was explained by the fact that the 

party system in Georgia was weak and un-

predictable which could become ground 

for political instability. Opponents of 

the new model argued that it foresaw 

a too wide range of competences for the 

prime minister and came with a threat 

that parliament would not have enough 

control mechanisms to counteract him 

or her. Th e main dispute focused around 

the relationship between the diff erent 

branches of power – especially between 

the legislature and the executive. Th ere 

were fears that the hybridity of the regime 

would not prevent the development of 

authoritarianism. Instead it would allow 

for it, but in a diff erent way. 
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Would you say then that the current 
process primarily refl ects the interests of 
the current government of the Georgian 
Dream coalition?

After  another round of debates 

on the further democratisation and im-

provement of the government was initi-

ated. In these debates supporters of the 

parliamentary model succeeded. Th e 

model they proposed is now believed to 

be the one that will ensure a transparent, 

stable and eff ective system. Th is is how 

we came to the current goal of establish-

ing a full parliamentary system.

The current constitutional commission is 
comprised of 73 members who come from 
diff erent political and civic platforms…

Yes, the composition is quite diverse 

indeed. It includes representatives of the 

ruling, opposition and non-parliamentary 

parties, as well as civil society represent-

atives and experts. In other words, the 

composition of the commission is quite 

democratic. Yet there were still some that 

were critical of the spectrum of political 

voices represented and thus some parts 

of society are not being heard. Howev-

er, I believe that the composition of the 

commission cannot possibly refl ect the 

entire spectrum of the party system in 

Georgia, which today consists of dozens 

of parties. It is oftentimes very diffi  cult to 

identify which parties represent whom 

and vice versa and which social groups 

represent which parties. 

When the commission started to work 

it was quite productive, however the 

closer we are getting to the fi nal goal, the 

greater the internal tensions we have got. 

Some members of the commission have 

even suggested that they would resign. 

Importantly, the chairman of the com-

mission made it clear that the recom-

mendations of the Venice Commission 

will be taken into account and the intro-

duced provisions will not contradict the 

principles of constitutional law. 

You have mentioned some problems 
with the party system in Georgia that is com-
posed of a large number of political parties. 
Would you say that today’s Georgia is ready 
for a full parliamentary system? 

Taking into account the current state 

of our political system, I must say that 

the country is still not ready for this. Like 

other post-communist states Georgia is 

characterised by unsustainability of the 

party system. Th e fragmentation of the 

political spectrum is extremely high, 

which we can see during every election. 

More importantly, there is a problem of 

understanding the parties’ ideological 

identity. Th ey either lack an identity or 

have one that is very weak or vague. Con-

sequently, some parties play a small role 

or no role at all, which distances many 

of them from the interests of citizens.

In this situation, the decision to intro-

duce a full parliamentary model might 

sound provocative. However, the coun-

try’s political life and constitutional prac-

tice proved that hybrid system which we 

had in the past was troublesome. It has 

only worked as a transitional stage to-

wards a new type of democracy – parlia-

mentary democracy. Th us, both a group 
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of politicians and experts as well the 

Venice Commission have evaluated that 

unlike the presidential model that was 

introduced in , the constitutional 

changes passed in  were a step in 

the right direction. Th e constitutional 

changes that are being currently dis-

cussed shall advance this process even 

further.

In other words, the current developments 
towards the parliamentary democracy are 
a continuation of the process which started 
in 2004?

Th e specifi c ongoing constitutional 

changes, yes, but they are also condi-

tioned by a certain historical tradition. 

After the collapse of tsarism in Russia, 

Georgia announced its independence 

and on February st  adopted a con-

stitution which instituted a parliamen-

tary system. However, elements of such 

a system in Georgia could be observed 

much earlier, dating back the th cen-

tury. Historically speaking, Georgia has 

been a part of European civilisation. Th e 

failures of the country’s democratic de-

velopment were rather conditioned by 

numerous local and geopolitical cir-

cumstances. 

Today we can say that Georgia is a post-
confl ict state with a relatively multi-ethnic 
society which has experienced various types 
of confl ict after the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union. In the Western Balkans many 
countries went through a similar process. 
Is this why you use the examples of some 
Balkan countries as the best practice to 

be taken into consideration for advancing 
Georgia’s constitutional system?

Georgia has always been discussed 

within the context of a broader Western 

and Central European experience, which 

is valuable indeed. And the experience of 

the Balkan states is also worthy to take 

it into account. Th e Western Balkans 

is a space where the process of self-de-

termination and the emergence of new 

states have relatively recently took place 

with wars and long-lasting confl icts. 

And yet many of these post-Yugoslav 

states have successfully responded to the 

challenge of instituting democracy and 

state-building. Th erefore I think that the 

political and constitutional experiences 

of the post-Yugoslav states are extremely 

interesting and valuable for us. 

When it comes to democratic transition, 
Georgia is perceived as a success story. How 
would you evaluate the effi  ciency of Geor-
gia’s constitutional system as a determinant 
factor of the process of democratisation? 

Georgian constitutionalism is devel-

oping on the basis of western and Euro-

pean democratic values and practices. 

An analysis of the turbulent develop-

ment of Georgia’s system allows us to 

conclude that the main problems related 

to attitudes towards democracy in our 

society have been resolved. Georgians 

see democracy as the main condition 

for state-building and peaceful co-ex-

istence, and it is the main guideline for 

the government. 

However, when making a compari-

son between Georgia and other west-
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ern democracies, the current problems 

of the latter should also be taken into 

consideration. Many voices now argue 

that there is a certain degree of disap-

pointment with the current state of de-

mocracy, and the West has entered an 

era of post-democracy. Paradoxically, 

considering Georgia’s social and state 

interests, especially its integration with 

Europe, our country may remain more 

loyal to democratic standards than some 

of the more advanced democratic states. 

Th is is because Georgia cannot aff ord 

to depart from the democratic path. 

I sincerely hope that one day, despite all 

the challenges and diffi  culties, the time 

will come when all Europeans, together 

with Georgians, will be able to enjoy the 

fruits of a common civilisation, includ-

ing the culinary ones, as Joschka Fischer 

once said. 

Zaza Rukhadze is the dean of the School of Law, Social Sciences and Diplomacy at the 

Georgian American University and a member of the Georgian constitutional commission.

Yulia Oreshina is an anthropologist, social scientist and translator based in Tbilisi.



DIANA ZADURA: Sov-Lab is the only 
centre in Georgia which conducts archival 
research on Georgia’s most recent history. 
Your work is of national signifi cance but is 
not being conducted in an organised way 
by any state institution…

IRAKLI KHVADAGIANI: The 

s in Georgia took a dramatic path 

and the political-economic situation was 

too unstable to discuss something as re-

mote as an evaluation of th century 

history when there were more press-

ing day-to-day problems to consider. In 

a sense, this is why we have been observ-

ing the work of the Institute of National 

Remembrance [in Poland] with envy. 

Our main problem is a lack of human 

resources. In the academic community 

there are practically no specialists that 

would research the most recent history 

and academic circles do not encourage 

the development of new study areas. 

Our higher education is in deep crisis. 

Th ere is a lack of funds for historical re-

search. Th ere is a lack of people and lack 

of publications. Unfortunately the state 

does not see the importance of historical 

memory and demythologising the history 

of th-century Georgia. It does not see 

the need to show the history of the pe-

riod which was crucial in the process of 

forming contemporary Georgian society. 

Th ere is no political will to support this 

type of project and even less to create 

a politically independent research centre. 

Does that mean that the state does not 
support your projects? 

So far, the state has supported two of 

our projects. Research on the history of 

the parliamentary assembly of the fi rst 

independent Georgian republic (-

) – demonised by Soviet propa-

ganda – was fi nancially supported by the 

reserve fund of the president of Georgia. 

Our project aimed at identifi cation of 

mass graves of victims of Soviet repres-

sion and was assisted with a costly geo-

radar analysis carried out by the National 

Forensics Bureau for a symbolic price.

Georgia’s memory 
of communism

An interview with Irakli Khvadagiani, 
an activist with Sov-Lab. 

Interviewer: Diana Zadura
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Was the situation any diff erent during 
Mikheil Saakashvili’s presidency? 

Th e former government had its own 

very narrow vision when it came to his-

tory. Th ey organised several remem-

brance events, but the research process 

was closed and politicised. Th e only 

projects that were realised were those 

that the government found worthwhile 

and many of them were not academically 

rigorous. Th ere were also instances of 

ideological manipulation of history. For 

example, on one of the streets in Tbilisi 

a remembrance plaque appeared which 

was devoted to Konstantin Abkhazi, 

a member of an underground anti-Bol-

shevik movement who died at the hands 

of local Cheka in . Th e plaque reads: 

“murdered by the Russian occupiers”. Th is 

is a propaganda message. We checked 

the archives and the death sentence was 

issued by a commission made up mainly 

of Georgians. Th is is just one example 

of what happens when the state takes on 

historical issues without the support of 

specialists.

How in that case do you assess the Mu-
seum of Soviet Occupation that opened as 
an initiative of Saakashvili in 2006?

Th e museum was opened and it is 

“dead”. It does not bring much to the 

discussion about history. It was created 

by amateurs on a political order. Th e 

selection of exhibits is random, the his-

torical elaboration is unprofessional. Th e 

proposed view of history entails many 

simplifi cations. Th e whole Soviet period 

of our history was not an occupation… 

Th e narrative of the museum creates 

a parallel reality which has little to do 

with the time period it is dedicated to. 

At the same time, it was during Saa-
kashvili’s time that the KGB archives were 
opened...

Yes, and that may be the most positive 

aspect of the de-communisation proc-

ess in the recent years. We have arrived 

at a paradoxical situation: the released 

archive of the ministry of internal aff airs 

(where the KGB and the Georgian com-

munist party documents are located) is 

now researcher-friendly, which cannot 

be said about our National Archive. It is 

diffi  cult to conduct research if an impor-

tant part of the collection remains undis-

closed and the few researchers that study 

the period are treated as commercial 

institutions, realising their own private 

interests. We called the parliament to 

ease the access to state archives, but it has 

not been met with much understanding. 

What was the eff ect of the opening of 
the interior ministry fi les? 

One of the most resounding results 

was the publication of the “Stalin’s lists 

on Georgia”, which is a  list of , 

Georgian victims of the Great Terror 

of -, whose fate was decided in 

Moscow. Information about those people, 

together with the charges against them 

and the court rulings were published in 

an electronic database. Th anks to that, 

many families who over the years lived 

in fear and uncertainty as to the fate of 

their relatives could fi nally discover the 
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truth. In each of our projects we use the 

interior ministry’s collection. Neverthe-

less, it will take some time before it is 

thoroughly studied. 

What is your opinion about the much-
publicised removal of Stalin’s statues? Since 
it was not part of a thought-over de-commu-
nication process what was the purpose apart 
from condemning the previous system? 

I think that, above all, it was a dem-

onstration of power. Our attitude to 

this kind of action is negative. Hiding 

Stalin’s monuments, just like banning 

communist symbols, will not make the 

nostalgia for communism disappear. Th e 

actions carried elements of symbolic 

violence. It was not accompanied by any 

constructive discussion about the Soviet 

past. Time has shown that its eff ect was 

moderate: the Stalin monument in Gori 

was successfully removed, I think, but 

the smaller ones began to return to their 

places through local initiatives. So far, 

the project of modernisation of Stalin’s 

museum in Gori, which still looks as it 

did back in the s, has also failed. 

During Saakashvili’s time in offi  ce, the 

ministry of culture came up with an 

idea to totally remake the museum. We 

took part in a working group devoted to 

the issue. Th e project assumed keeping 

part of the existing exhibition as a relic 

of Soviet propaganda and expanding 

it based on today’s knowledge of that 

period. For reasons that are unclear the 

“reform” of the museum is constantly 

being postponed until an unknown time 

in the future. 

What is the current government’s ap-
proach to the historical policy of their pred-
ecessors?

Th ey do not condemn the symbolic 

actions of Saakashvili’s presidency and did 

not agree to close the Museum of Soviet 

Occupation, despite pressure from Mos-

cow. But they also do not off er anything 

new in this regard, presenting a complete 

ignorance and lack of attention to histori-

cal truth. A sad illustration of this state 

of aff airs is the story of tenement house 

number  on Pavle Ingorokva Street 

in the centre of Tbilisi. It is a unique 

building; the basement of which served 

as an execution site and a prison of the 

Soviet secret police in the s. Th e 

traces of its past purpose have survived 

to this day, which means that the place 

has an enormous, undeveloped educa-

tional potential. Th is place could show 

the bloodiest pages of our history. Th e 

building is in a bad condition but it has 

a great location and there are rumours 

that it might be demolished to make room 

for a modern apartment building. In this 

tenement house the current president of 

Georgia, Giorgi Margvelashvili was born, 

and his mother still lives there. We tried 

to convince the president to secure the 

building and memorialise its history, but 

so far with no eff ect.

Comments made by high profi le people 
such as the president or Patriarch Ilia II about 
the uniqueness of Stalin do not make the 
reworking of the Soviet past any easier…

Th ese are sentimental comments with 

a slightly diff erent context. Above all, it 
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is playing with the nostalgia for the So-

viet period and respect for Stalin, which 

are being assigned to the majority of the 

population. A positive remark about the 

Soviet period is aimed at increasing one’s 

popularity. For the same reason, many 

politicians are afraid to criticise Stalin 

and will not make comments contra-

dicting the existing social values. Th is 

is a Georgian type of populism. When it 

comes to the patriarch, the additional aim 

is to lobby in favour of closer relations 

with Russia. Th e majority of infl uential 

Georgian clergy began their careers in 

the Soviet period and has vast experience 

in collaborating with the communist au-

thorities, which they saw as a necessary 

compromise – this is understandable. 

However, their mentality shaped in that 

time does not help in the process of moral 

evaluation of the Soviet period. 

In an interview with Georgian public 
television, you appealed to people who 
used to be associated with the Soviet au-
thorities to disclose information about the 
mass grave sites...

We have estimated that in the Stalinist 

period over , people were murdered 

on the territory of Georgia, most of whom 

were the victims of repressions of -

, and an unknown number of victims 

of the pacifi ed anti-Bolshevik uprising 

in . Some of them were buried in 

mass graves. Th e main place of execu-

tions and burials was the Tbilisi area, 

but as a result of the city rebuilding in 

the s and s, the original graves 

were emptied and the remains moved 

and hidden. We are currently studying 

the area in the outskirts of Tbilisi and 

we suspect that this is where the mass 

graves are located. But to confi rm our 

suspicions, it is necessary to examine 

the place with special equipment which 

is unavailable in Georgia. Unfortunately, 

it is impossible to locate the sites based 

on written sources. It would be ideal if 

people connected with the former secu-

rity apparatus showed us the exact places. 

It was the Polish Institute of National 

Remembrance which encouraged us to 

launch a media campaign. If we succeed 

in locating the graves we will continue 

our co-operation at the exhumation and 

personal identifi cation stages. We want 

to examine the graves and memorialize 

the places of communist crimes. We 

also care about the social reception of 

the project. Reaching a wider audience 

with historical truth makes a big diff er-

ence and no documents will speak louder 

than graves.  

Th e Soviet Past Research Laboratory (Sov-Lab) is a non-gov-

ernmental organisation created in  with the aim of studying 

Georgia’s Soviet archives and promoting historical research of the 

Soviet period and social education about the recent past. Over the 

years, Sov-Lab realised a number of pioneer projects on a national 

scale. Th ese include “Soviet Tbilisi” – a map of the city created on 
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the basis of archival research and a number of activities raising 

public awareness of the city topography related to the Soviet his-

tory and state repression. “Lost stories” records the memories of the 

last witnesses of the s Great Terror in Georgia. Currently, the 

organisation’s activists work on localising the places of communist 

crimes. Th e Polish Institute of National Remembrance (IPN) pro-

vides advisory support for the project. 

Translated by Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska

Irakli Khvadagiani is a social activist, one of the founders of Sov-Lab 

and the initiator of the locating project of mass graves of the victims of 

Stalin’s purges in Georgia. He is a PhD candidate in history. 

Diana Zadura is a graduate of cultural anthropology and Eastern European 

studies at the Warsaw University. Her research interests include history, 

identity and politics of memory in contemporary Georgia.



The iron guards of 
Ukrainian nationalism

M A R E K  W O J N A R

Ukrainian nationalism of the interwar period was a political 
trend that shared some similarities with its Romanian 

counterpart. While the older generation of activists from the 
OUN (Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists) did not come 
close to the extremism of Romania’s Iron Guard, the younger 

radicals found common ground with the movement. 

Th e Ukrainian historian Ivan Lysiak-Rudnytsky strongly asserted that “the closest 

relatives to Ukrainian nationalism are to be found … among similar types of political 

movements emerging in agricultural and economically backward nations of Eastern 

Europe. Good examples include the Croatian Ustaše, the Romanian Iron Guard, the Slo-

vak Hlinka nationalists and the ONR (Polish National Radical Camp)”. Th e researcher’s 

assessment does not seem to be arguable. Nevertheless, drawing comparisons between 

the OUN and other movements open up incredibly interesting research possibilities. 

A good example of that can be the most recent book by Grzegorz Motyka, Wołyń 

’, where the Polish academic sets the activity of Ukrainian nationalists against the 

policies pursued by the Croatian Ustaše. Th is interesting approach invites comparing 

the OUN (even if it was to be only a loose analysis) to the largest nationalist move-

ment of the interwar period in Eastern Europe – namely, the Romanian Iron Guard. 

Terrorists and politicians

Th e name of the Iron Guard was initially given to the military wing of the na-

tionalist Legion of the Archangel Michael – established in  to be later used in 
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reference to the whole movement. Th e OUN in Ukraine was established in  

by merging the Ukrainian Military Organisation (a paramilitary movement) with 

several nationalist youth organisations in Poland and Czechoslovakia. Both groups 

played a historically noticeable role despite the fact that they signifi cantly diff ered 

during the interwar period. According to Polish historian Roman Wysocki, on the 

eve of the Second World War the OUN had up to , members. Th is number 

is incomparable to the Iron Guard, which in  had , people in its ranks. 

Th is variation, in terms of the total numbers involved, would suggest that there 

must have been quite a few diff erences between the two groups. Th e OUN was 

an illegal organisation in Poland while the Iron Guard operated under much more 

favourable circumstances. Aside from imposing periodical bans on its activity, the 

Romanian authorities were neither consistent nor determined in counteracting 

the nationalists. 

Ukraine’s OUN had a two-level struc-

ture: it consisted of the Provid (the lead-

ership scattered in various European 

countries) and the national executive 

(present only on the territory of the 

Second Polish Republic). Th e Provid’s 

members were the older generation of 

activists who had participated in the 

events of the Ukrainian revolution in -. Th e homeland executive (HE-

OUN) had in its ranks people who were almost a generation younger and gener-

ally much more radical. Th e leader of the organisation, Yevhen Konovalets and his 

companions intended for the OUN to be a semi-legal structure engaging in ideo-

logical, educational and propaganda activities. Quite contrary to those intentions, 

younger activists, like Stepan Bandera, set the organisation on a path of sabotage 

and individual terror. 

In August  Tadeusz Hołówko, a Polish member of parliament, was killed 

in Truskavec by an OUN fi ghter. In  in Warsaw, the Polish minister of the in-

terior, Bronisław Pieracki, died in a similar fashion. Also in that year on the orders 

of Bandera, the HE-OUN killed Ivan Babiyj, the director of a Ukrainian secondary 

school in Lviv, as punishment for turning in members of the OUN to the Polish 

authorities. While the younger generation of Ukrainian nationalists engaged in 

acts of terror, older activists did not shun political activity. A good example of that 

might be their involvement in lobbying for the international condemnation of the 

pacifi cation of Ukrainians in Eastern Galicia. 

A similar division of the “young” and the “old” did not exist in the Iron Guard. 

Corneliu Codreanu established the Legion (of the Archangel) as a new generation 

While the younger generation of 
Ukrainian  nationalists engaged 
in acts of terror, older activists 
did not shun political activity.
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movement after he had departed from the League of Christian National Defence, 

whose leader then was the - year-old Alexandru Cuza. As the movement grew, 

the Iron Guard gained some older members. Th e leadership remained in the hands 

of the revolutionary youth, who engaged in revolutionary and political matters. 

Th e best example is Codreanu himself, who in , while testifying in court, used 

a revolver and shot dead Constantin Manciu, the chief police offi  cer in the city of 

Iași. He was acquitted due to public pressure and fi ve years later won a seat in the 

Romanian parliament. 

Th at legitimisation did not stop the Iron Guard from engaging in terrorism, 

however. In November  Ion Duca, the Romanian prime minister, was killed 

by Romanian nationalists. Th ree years later in a Bucharest hospital, an ex-member 

and a critic of the Iron Guard, Mihaiy Stelescu, was killed. Like the HE-OUN, the 

Iron Guard did not forgive those who were considered traitors. Yet, while Bandera 

received a death sentence for his activity (which was later replaced with lifelong 

imprisonment), Cordeanu managed to emerge unscathed by manoeuvring the 

obscure realities of interwar Romania. Th e December  parliamentary elec-

tions took place and the Iron Guard received  per cent of the vote –  seats. 

Th e nationalists became the third largest political power in Romania. 

Imperialistic revisionism

Both organisations showed a great deal of sympathy towards the main propo-

nents of revisionism in Europe – Germany and Italy – though their motivations 

were partially diff erent. For Konovalets, Mussolini’s dictatorship and the Th ird 

Reich were the main powers capable of undermining the existing order in Europe – 

one that had failed to support an independent Ukraine after the First World War. 

However, ideological affi  liation with fascism did not play a large role for him. For 

Codreanu, in turn, Nazi Germany and fascist Italy appeared to be defenders of faith 

and Arian civilisation. His ideologically motivated sympathy towards the Th ird Re-

ich and Mussolini’s Italy were in many aspects similar to views held by the younger 

generation of Ukrainian nationalists. Bohdan Kordiuk (Bandera’s predecessor as 

head of the HE-OUN) in  stated that the Italian, German and Ukrainian na-

tions are “the coryphaeuses of the new world order”. 

Both the OUN and League of the Archangel put forward imperialistic slogans. 

However, imperialism was not something of the utmost importance for the Iron 

Guard, as Romania, in the aftermath of the Great War, gained most of the land 

it had hoped. Nonetheless, some of its members would still put forward expan-

sionist demands. On the map of legionary work (which illustrated the areas of 
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the organisation’s involvement), Romania was outlined as stretching to the Tisza 

River. Ilie Radulescu, a supporter of the Iron Guard, dreamed of Romania ruled 

by an emperor and stretching as far as the Bug River, whereas Cordeanu himself 

suggested the need to fi ght for the Romanian nation to inhabit the territories from 

the Dniester River to the Pindus Mountains on the Greek-Albanian border. At 

the basis of this geopolitical fantasy was the fact that the Iron Guard considered 

the so-called Aromanian tribes, spread along the Balkan Peninsula, to be part of 

the Romanian nation (incidentally, there were several Aromenian activists in the 

ranks of the Guard). 

When compared to the geopolitical demands of Ukrainian nationalists, even 

the above-presented vision seemed relatively moderate. Th e OUN activists were 

convinced that the lost Ukrainian revolution of - showed the ultimate 

failure of both the pro-Polish orientation, represented by the Ukrainian People’s 

Republic, and agreements with the White movement and Bolsheviks made by 

politicians and high-ranking military staff  from Galicia. Th ey claimed that the 

only solution was to build a powerful state on their own, situated “on the border 

of the two worlds” that would comprise all ethnographically Ukrainian territories. 

Th e older generation of OUN activists envisioned Ukraine as a dominant power 

in Eastern Europe, while younger radicals, like Mykhaylo Kolodzinski, went even 

further in their vision. Th ey called for the defeat of Russia and expand Ukraine’s 

infl uence into Central Asia. Th ese totally unrealistic visions saw Kazakhstan as 

a Ukrainian colony and Mongolia as a buff er state between Ukraine and Japan. 

Facing history, death and God

While the OUN’s imperialism appeared noticeably larger than the one proposed 

by the Iron Guard, the latter defi nitely managed to outrun their Ukrainian coun-

terpart in the grandiosity with which their founding myth was created. Th e OUN 

practically never looked for a testimony to Ukraine’s historical mission in ancient 

times. Th e only activist who invoked events prior to Christ was Oleh Olzhytsch, 

the head of the Provid’s section responsible for cultural matters. Olzhytsch believed 

that Ukrainians were descendants of the Tripoli culture that had appeared on the 

territory of Ukraine around  BC. One of Olzhytsch’s teachers was archaeolo-

gist Vadym Shcherbakivsky, who had infl uenced also on Yuri Lypa, a nationalist 

ideologue who was not connected with the OUN and who considered the Tripoli 

culture to be one of the greatest civilisations of the ancient world.

Th e Iron Guard, in turn, often referred to the concept of ancient history in or-

der to give testimony to the historical mission of Romania. It was not by accident 
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that the bulletin of the party was entitled “Th e Land of Our Ancestors” (Pământul 

Strămoșesc in Romanian). Th e legionary movement ideologists invoked both Roman 

and Dacian historical epochs. Codreanu had a stone with the Tropaeum Traiani 

on it, built into the foundations of the Iron Guard’s headquarters (the so-called 

Green House, or Casa Verde in Romanian) which was to symbolise the direct link 

between the Roman legionaries and members of the legionary movement. Th e 

Dacian motif played a much bigger role, however. Petru Panaitescu, a historian 

affi  liated with the Iron Guard, claimed that Romanians were a fully indigenous 

people belonging to the ancient Dacian race. 

Th e OUN, on the other hand, sought to 

fi nd testimony in their own claims back in 

the time of Kievan Rus’, which they saw as 

“the greatest and most powerful European 

empire” of its time. Ukrainian nationalists 

perceived it as the bulwark of European 

civilisation, defending it against the hordes 

of nomads fl ocking from the depths of Asia. 

In later centuries, this historical mission was 

taken over by the Zaporozhian Cossacks. Th e Ukrainian nationalists emphasised 

the role they played in the victory at Khotyn and Vienna and thus saving Europe 

from the deluge of the Ottoman invaders. Th e Iron Guard’s vision of the past looked 

nearly identical: the only diff erence being that instead of Petro Konashevych-Sa-

haidachny fi ghting the Turks at the battle of Khotyn (and thus being the defender 

of Christianity), it was now ascribed to Mircea I of Wallachia or John Hunyadi, 

the voivode of Transylvania. In reality, however, these visions of the defenders of 

Europe that were created by the OUN and the Iron Guard ideologists were aimed 

at the future. Both Romanian and Ukrainian nationalists believed to have a special 

role to play in their mission to protect Europe against the Soviet Union, which was 

seen as the heir to the civilisation of the Tartar khans and Turkish sultans.

Another big diff erence between the two organisations can be observed in their 

attitude towards religion. Ukrainian nationalism is sometimes seen as secular in 

nature. Such a statement, however, is true only as far as the émigré part of the OUN 

is concerned. Among its domestic activists, the concept of militant Christianity 

can be found in some of the papers. Th ese kinds of references, however, were much 

more prevalent in case of the Iron Guard. Codreanu’s movement considered their 

activity as a Christian revolution. Th e belief was that the suff ering of the chosen 

ones would lead to the rebirth of a national community. For the Iron Guard it was 

the Archangel Michael, who symbolised their connection with the transcendent. 

Recalling the time he spent in prison in Văcărești in , Codreanu wrote about 

Both the OUN and Romania’s 
Iron Guard put forward 
imperialistic slogans. 
However, they were not 
exactly received positively.
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his metaphysical experiences connected with the icon of the saint that was in the 

prison chapel: “I felt the bond with that icon with my whole heart and the Arch-

angel seemed to be alive.” Th e icon became the holy relic for the organisation and 

Codreanu always carried a miniature with him. 

While Archangel Michael symbolised the Iron Guard’s heavenly connection, 

their bond with Romanian soil was illustrated in how the activists would carry tiny 

bags fi lled with dirt from places where Romanian blood had been shed by their 

ancestors. As the organisation grew, historical heroes were gradually replaced by 

those who were more recently killed in action. Th at is how the cult of the mar-

tyrs was born. Th e funeral ceremony of Ion Moța and Vasile Marin, who fought 

alongside Francoists in the Spanish civil war and was killed in battle in , was 

treated with the utmost signifi cance. Even the passage of the train carrying their 

corpses gave rise to a demonstration. Th e ceremony itself was attended by tens of 

thousands of people. Moța and Marin were buried in a mausoleum built next to 

the Legion’s headquarters. 

Th e cults of Vasyl Bilas and Dmytro Danylyshyn (who had been sentenced to 

death and executed by the Polish state in December of ) played a similar role 

in the case of the OUN. As Volodymir Makar, a member of the organisation, later 

wrote: “their death was the fi nal shock that allowed for the completion of the moral 

and spiritual awakening and then for the rebirth of literally the widest masses of 

people”. Th e OUN distributed leafl ets with images of the dead. Th eir death was 

also commemorated in songs and poems. Th ere were also some musical pieces 

dedicated to Moța and Marin, and during the time of the Legionary State a series 

of stamps were issued to honour them. However, after  both personality cults 

in Romania and Ukraine were gradually replaced by the commemoration of the 

deaths of Konovalets (killed by the NKVD) and Codreanu (executed on the orders 

of King Carol II of Romania). 

Nationalism and the others

Th e greatest diff erence between the OUN and Iron Guard can be observed in 

regards to antisemitism. To say that “the Jewish problem” was of key importance 

to the Romanian nationalists would be an understatement. Th is topic took prec-

edence over all other aspects of its ideology. Codreanu’s antisemitic obsession, 

which was well described in his autobiographical book For My Legionaries (in Ro-

manian Pentru Legionari, ), can be directly compared to Nazi ideology. Th e 

leader of the Iron Guard compared the Jewish nation to “a tumour” and used such 

names as “the Jewish horde” and the many-headed Jewish hydra. Overestimating 
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threefold the number of Jewish people living on the territories of Romania, he 

sketched a vision of conspiracy aimed at creating a Jewish state that would stretch 

from the Baltic to the Black seas and encompass half of Romania. In the ideology 

of the Iron Guard, one could encounter such ideas as depriving Jews of their fun-

damental rights and even driving them into concentration camps. When writing 

about Romanian antisemitism, one has to bear in mind an important fact: over the 

course of the th century, large numbers of Jews immigrated to the territories of 

Romania (specifi cally to Moldavia), which made the situation in Romania quite 

distinct from that in Poland or Ukraine, and to some extent could account for the 

higher level of antisemitism among the general population in Romania.

Compared to the Iron Guard, the OUN might seem like an organisation show-

ing a great deal of indiff erence towards the Jewish question. Th e lost fi ght for their 

own statehood in - made Ukrainian nationalism turn against Poland and 

Russia. It was only in the second half of the s that such an idea as sending Jews 

to ghettoes and forcing them to leave the country fi rst appeared in the works of 

Volodymyr Martynets, the head of propaganda at the OUN. Mykhaylo Kolodzin-

ski went even further: based on deeply racist premises, he altogether rejected the 

possibility of assimilation for the Jewish people. He claimed that the more that 

die during the Ukrainian nationalist uprising, the better it will be for Ukraine. In 

the same work, he called for all Poles to be expelled under threat of death from 

the territories that the OUN referred to as Western Ukrainian lands. Th ese plans, 

which the young radicals affi  liated with Bandera were very enthusiastic about, 

had a strong infl uence on the way Ukrainian nationalists acted towards Poles in 

Volhynia and Eastern Galicia in the years -. 

Th e s in Europe were a time when 

authoritarian, nationalist and fascist move-

ments were fl ourishing. Th e OUN and the 

Iron Guard are just two examples from 

a much broader panorama. Today, these 

two organisations are perceived quite 

diff erently. If Codreanu’s movement is 

often referred to as fascist, the OUN is 

frequently regarded as a nationalist organisation – or even a national liberation 

movement. However, while the émigré OUN was quite considerably diff erent 

from the Iron Guard, the younger generation of activists from the OUN – who in 

 established their own faction with Stepan Bandera as its head – was much 

more similar. 

Th e following two quotes are a good illustration of this fact. In , Yaroslav 

Stetsko, one of Bandera’s closest associates, wrote: “a nationalist fi ghter does not 

Th e greatest diff erence between 
the OUN and the Iron Guard 
can be observed in their 
approach to antisemitism.



164 History and Memory The iron guards of Ukrainian nationalism, Marek Wojnar

want people’s death but the victory of the nationalist idea … When the path to vic-

tory leads through blood, dead corpses and sacred knives, then that blood, corpses 

and swords are the means to the realisation of the idea.” At around the same time, 

Emil Cioran, who later became a famous philosopher and at that time sympathised 

with the Iron Guard movement, declared: “Terror, crime, bestiality, duplicity are 

all mean-minded and immoral only in the state of decadence … if, however, they 

are to help the nation in its development, they become virtues.”

What is common to both quotations is that humanism is rejected in favour of 

nationalist egoism, which is not hesitant to turn to villainy. Th at is why the move-

ments symbolised by Codreanu and Bandera deserve both critical remembering 

and comparisons with one another. 

Translated by Agnieszka Rubka

Marek Wojnar is a PhD student of Eastern European History at the Jagiellonian University 

in Kraków and a regular contributor for the Polish bimonthly Nowa Europa Wschodnia.



Stories from Hotel Porin
M I S L AV  M A R J A N O V IĆ

Hotel Porin in Zagreb, Croatia has become one of the main 
temporary housing units for refugees and migrants seeking 
asylum. Th e stories of the residents here provide a glimpse 
into their world and the everyday struggles they confront. 

On the edge of Croatia’s capital of Zagreb, in the periphery of the socialist dis-

trict Dugave and close to a large freight railyard, stands Hotel Porin. Th e name 

does not mean much to ordinary residents of the city and is more associated with 

the coast of the Adriatic Sea and summer holidays. Indeed, according to previous 

plans the hotel was meant to be privatised and turned into a “profi table tourist 

place”, as reported in the Poslovni tjednik (Business Weekly) magazine in . 

In the end, the hotel was transferred from the national railway company to the 

Croatian ministry of interior, eventually becoming one of the main shelters for 

people seeking asylum in Croatia. 

Th us, instead of becoming another commercial success story, Hotel Porin became 

a home to human misery and poverty – a perpetual waiting room for decisions 

that will never come. Th e sunny spring days and children’s chaotic energy are the 

only things that somewhat successfully camoufl age the overwhelming hopeless-

ness found here. 

Th e best way to gain access to the inner world of Porin and see the everyday 

life of its residents is to become a volunteer. I contacted people at “Are You Syri-

ous” – an NGO which provides humanitarian aid to refugees and migrants – and 

joined them. My volunteer booklet was like a ticket to that world and for a few 

weeks I worked in the fi eld, sometimes alone. I mainly helped with children and 

transportation. I usually spent my free time chatting with the residents at Porin. 

I have to admit that I became emotionally involved very quickly. In fact, I would 

have gladly continued my volunteer work if I myself had not wanted to escape 

Croatia as quickly as possible. 
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Salim

One of those stories is that of Salim – a man nearing  who fl ed his home in 

Algiers seven years ago. Th roughout the past seven years, Salim has been wan-

dering around Europe’s backroads and it seems that he is running out of strength. 

Salim is a polyglot – he speaks Arabic, French, Greek, Albanian and Croatian (the 

language in which our conversation takes place). He fl ed to save his family from 

the terrorists’ revenge which was threatening a response to the mobilisation of the 

Algerian army. For more than three years, he worked in Greece on a ship where he 

used to earn  euro per day – with this money he could even rent a fl at. Smoking 

a cigarette in the dark hallway of Porin, Salim reminisces on his good life. Because 

of the economic crisis, he started earning less and less, until he left Greece job-

less in . After that his odyssey began. He made two attempts to go west: fi rst 

through Hungary, which ended in deportation from Switzerland, and second, after 

spending a few months in Kosovo, in Croatia. Salim arrived in Croatia before the 

end of  together with three colleagues. Th ey traversed for six hours in the cold 

on a train from Šid to Zagreb.

Th e corridors of the hotel are dark 

and the air is stale. Occasionally, some-

one steps out of his or her room and 

yells. Tireless kids run around and con-

stantly fi ght. On each fl oor, there is 

some space for men’s gatherings, like 

in a common room. An LCD television 

hangs on the wall showing a Croatian 

programme that nobody is watching. Cards, chats and blank stares appear to be 

the only way to kill time here. And that time is in excess. Most people gather on 

the second fl oor where there is free Wi-Fi. Behind the doors, in the corridors and 

in the darkness, there are several women cowering. Th ey also use the Wi-Fi, but 

they cannot use it in the same space as the men. 

With Salim, we sit on the side in the darkness where we have some privacy. 

I buy Salim’s story with a pack of cigarettes. He did not ask, but just in case. He is 

considered a “Category B” refugee – that is to say, he has little chance of receiv-

ing asylum. As an Algerian, he says he cannot attend Croatian language courses 

although he wants to. During the day he usually helps other refugees with doctor’s 

appointments, explaining and translating their health problems. His own medi-

cal problems cannot be solved by a doctor, however. He needs tests in hospital. 

He has diarrhoea six to seven times a day and his stomach is particularly sensitive 

to the food he is served in Porin. Salim does not go to the city centre anymore – 

Th e best way to gain access to 
the inner world of Porin and see 
the everyday life of its residents 

is to become a volunteer.



Located on the outskirts of Zagreb Croatia, Hotel Porin became a home to human 
misery and poverty – a perpetual waiting room for decisions that will never come. 

The sunny spring days and children’s chaotic energy are the only things that 
somewhat successfully camoufl age the overwhelming hopelessness found here. 
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Language lessons at Hotel Porin illustrate the diversity of the residents. 





An LCD television hangs on the wall showing a Croatian programme that 
nobody is really watching. There is not much to do in order to kill time here.

Photo: Mislav Marjanović





A group of Pakistanis play cricket outside the hotel. 
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Tahir’s room with art work depicting his affi  nity for his home 
of Balochistan – a region in south-western Pakistan. Tahir was 

politically active and involved in the Baloch Students Organisation 
(BSO) which was outlawed by the state authorities in 2013.
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there is just nothing there for him. He cannot do much with the  kunas (about 

 euro) that he receives per month from the Croatian state. He has not seen his 

family – mother, brother, sister and her children – for seven years. He is fed up 

with the situation. 

Salim would like asylum in order to work and have a normal life. Th e fi rst of-

fi cial decision was negative. He is now waiting for the appeal. If he gets a negative 

response again, he will try to escape. But he does not want to go to Algeria – what 

is waiting for him there, in the best case scenario, is prison. 

After some time, we eventually go to his room. It is full of medicine which be-

longs to his roommate, about whom Salim worries a lot these days. A few months 

ago Salim’s roommate was beaten by hooligans from Dugave, who slashed his 

mouth and neck with a glass bottle. Th e emergency medical staff  did not react 

immediately, but only after a few days when the wound became seriously infected. 

He had three operations on his neck. He apathetically shows me his huge scar 

below his neck and disappears. While continuing to smoke, I notice posters with 

images of El Arabi Hillel Soudani, the best known footballer for Dinamo Zagreb 

(Croatia’s best football team). Salim says he knows him personally and that they 

played football together when they were younger, but they do not keep in touch 

anymore. He connects his mobile phone to speakers and plays Colonia, a popular 

Croatian dance music duo. I sit on his bed while watching him hum the lyrics that 

were written for people with normal lives. At some point Salim seems to sink into 

another reality: he turns to me and says, “What can you do man?”

Tahir

Th e last Sunday in February was sunny and people went outside to enjoy the 

weather. Children played in the park while a group of Pakistanis play cricket on 

the other side. I have arranged to chat with one of them. I call him and he shows 

up right away. His name is Tahir. I ask him if he had a good camera on his mobile 

phone as I wanted to take some photos of the cricket game. He says no. I ask oth-

ers who are nearby and they laugh – they do not either. Like Salim, they are all 

“Category B” refugees. 

Tahir is wearing sandals and shorts. He shows me a small park next to the hotel. 

“Th ere was some underbrush here before. Some of us would get up at am and 

work for  hours a day, last year – the whole week. Take a look at the pictures to 

see how it was before,” as he proceeded to show me. He did not receive anything 

for the work, nor did he receive anything when he was collecting rubbish around 

Hotel Porin or painting the walls in the hallways. Th ese days there is little work 
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left that he can do. He has been in Porin since March last year – his  month an-

niversary has just passed by.

When I ask him why he left Pakistan, he begins to speak quietly and moves 

away from the other Pakistanis. Tahir is from Balochistan in south-western Paki-

stan. It is a wealthy region which also partly lies in Iran and Afghanistan. “I do not 

want to speak against Pakistan in front of the others as they would get mad. But 

the repressive government is the reason why I fl ed my country,” Tahir says softly. 

As a student of economics, he was politically active and involved in the Baloch 

Students Organisation (BSO) which was outlawed by the state authorities in . 

Th e reason was nationalism and the will of Balochistan’s secession from Pakistan. 

“I do not need to explain much, you know – Yugoslavia, Croatia…” he says while 

we are climbing up the stairs leading to Porin.

We end our conversation in his room. He has a roommate, also from Balo-

chistan. We sit on stools under a poster displaying the human body with body parts 

written in Croatian. “I spent months learning Croatian, but there was a diff erent 

teacher every time. Once you work on something with one teacher, then you work 

on something totally diff erent with the other one. I lost interest. I am now learning 

Farsi as it can be useful. At the interviews (e.g. on asylum) there is no translator for 

my language and it was hard for me to express myself in English.” 

Th ere is one more Pakistani in 

the room. He is slicing potatoes and 

preparing a meal. “He is our cook, 

but he cooks hot and spicy,” Tahir 

says. Nobody rebels against food 

in Porin – they respect it as well as 

the accommodation, but sometimes 

they want to eat something more to 

their own tastes. Th ey bought spices 

in the centre of Zagreb. When the meal is ready, the room is fi lled with Pakistanis. 

Th ey sit on the beds and eat. In the middle of the room there is a large tray with 

spicy chaar. I ask him if he hangs out with non-Pakistanis, like Syrians for example. 

“With some, yes,” he admits. “But generally they bother me, they are too loud. To 

me, it is a lack of respect for the other person.”

Tahir had gone on some day trips to Zadar and Plitvice Lakes National Park 

with an institution dealing with migration. He liked it. When he had money to pay 

for tickets, he would go to the nearby Karlovac. He admits that he would not mind 

living here. But he is well aware how diffi  cult it is to get asylum. He does not want 

to go back to Pakistan. When we say “goodbye” to each other, he begs me not to 

reveal his identity – he does not want his family to get into trouble. 

Salim would like to receive asylum 
in order to work and have a normal 

life. He is well aware that being 
nearly  he has little chance.
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Ammar

Hotel Porin looks quite empty, which is contradictory to recent media reports 

that claimed it was overcrowded when the West forced refugees back to Croatia. 

It is true that there was a time when around  people were staying here – some 

even slept in the hallways. I learn from the conversations with refugees that peo-

ple leave everyday with smugglers. Th e price to Italy is around  euros. Th e 

expenses are usually covered by family 

and friends back home. In front of the 

nearest Western Union branch there 

are lines every day. Some manage to 

get into Italy, often sending WhatsApp 

messages from Milan. 

I next meet an intellectual, poet and 

writer from Syria. We are in a Zagreb 

coff ee shop at a debate titled “Will lit-

erature bring us closer?” Many residents from Porin were in attendance, as the 

event was organised by volunteers who work on cultural outreach with refugees. 

After the discussion I approach Ammar from Syria and ask him if he would like 

to talk with me one day; we exchange contacts and arrange a meeting. My friend 

with whom I came along shows up and says that the organisers have disappeared, 

leaving behind the remaining few migrants with no transportation back to the 

hotel. I off er to take them back to the hotel in my car. “Th is is how it is,” we laugh. 

“Th ey bring them, show them around, organise an interesting event, but they are 

not able to pay for the ride back.” While driving I joke: “do you want me to drive 

you to Slovenia instead?” I tell them that I think they are crazy to want to stay here. 

My generation in Croatia is jobless and we all want to leave…

In the afternoon on the following day I meet with Ammar in the hotel’s lobby. 

We get some coff ee from the vending machine and as soon as we want to start 

our conversation, a man who was at the debate the evening before shows up. 

He introduces himself as a correspondent with German radio, broadcasting in 

Croatia and Slovenia. He is thrilled with his discovery, as someone like Ammar 

dismantles the discourse of refugees seen in the media. Th e correspondent, to my 

irritation, suggests that we switch places as he takes out his radio equipment and 

nonchalantly starts his interview with Ammar. After he is done, Ammar and I go 

for a walk around the hotel.

Ammar fl ed Damascus over fi ve years ago. He spent the fi rst three years in Kyiv 

where he worked as a journalist, but he was forced to leave Ukraine after a court 

decided his stay was not legal. He went to Turkey and from there he made it to 

Hotel Porin looks quite empty, 
which is contradictory to recent 
media reports that claimed it 
was overcrowded when the West 
forced refugees back to Croatia.
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Austria via the Balkan route. Ammar talks to me about the six months he spent 

near Linz. Th ere his roommates complained that he did not pray or go to mosque. 

Instead, he began going to a nearby pub where he met a young waitress and de-

veloped a platonic relationship with her. He is now writing a novel about it. Th e 

other book he wrote in refuge was more theoretical and deals with the everyday 

issues he tried to escape, namely the common roots of religions and terrorism. He 

is pleased that the points he makes in the book – on the necessity of separation 

of church and state – are similar to those shared by Angela Merkel, the German 

chancellor. In Austria it was decided that Ammar needs to return to Croatia by 

plane. He says he likes it better here at Hotel Porin since he does not have to share 

a room with anyone. 

Ausländers

My last stay in Porin was on a Saturday afternoon. I helped a ten-year-old Kurd-

ish girl from Iraq with her maths. She had ten pages of homework to do. Around 

 children from Porin were enrolled in a regular school programme this year, 

largely thanks to the work of the volunteers. Th e children today are unusually 

excited – a brother and sister from Syria are celebrating their birthday and there 

will be a party. Th e preparations have already started. Th ey are here together with 

their father and younger brother, deported from Germany. Th eir mother is still in 

Syria with the youngest child. Th e oldest sibling, the -year-old brother, remains 

in Germany working in a bakery, making Süßigkeiten as they explain to me. Th ey 

wish to speak German, they have been here for only three weeks and have not 

gotten used to Porin yet. 

Th e -year-old sister used to go to a German school and speaks fl uent German. 

At one point her father, who is sitting on the couch, asks me, “How does she speak?” 

I give him the thumbs up, laugh and reply: “ausgezeichnet, besser als ich (excellent, 

better than me)!” He returns the smile, but does not ask about the older son. He 

went to school with Ausländers so his German is not so perfect. Th e young Sami 

from Syria shows up here as well. He was returned to Croatia from Regensburg. 

He helps with the party preparations, putting decorations on the wall. 

More and more people arrive as the time passes. Loud Arabic music soon starts 

to fi ll the room and the fun is about to reach its peak. Women sit in one corner, 

wrapped in scarves, some with babies, some without. At one point, two security 

guards show up. One is watching while the other one joins the dancers on the fl oor. 

For a brief moment, a diff erent Porin emerges – one where everyone is smiling 

and is happy. 
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Th e names and identifying details of the refugees interviewed for this report have 

been changed to protect their privacy.

Translated by Bartosz Marcinkowski

Mislav Marjanović is a freelance journalist and a graduate student of philosophy 

and comparative literature at the University of Zagreb. He also works as 

an editor with PoliticalCritique.org. He currently lives in Vienna.



Finding God in Kramatorsk
PA U L I N A  S I E G I EŃ

Without his robe Alexander still looks a bit like a policeman – 
a job he had before he became a priest. Earlier he wore a uniform, 

today he wears a cassock. He changed one uniform for another. 

”We should probably start with how I found God,” says Father Alexander Tan-

chuk. “I was disappointed with, let’s say, state structures. Or maybe even with my 

entire life. To be honest, my private life was not so perfect either. So I can say that 

it was the spiritual suff ering that brought me to God.”

We had this conversation in a tiny Orthodox church in Kramatorsk – a city 

with a population of about , in eastern Ukraine. Th e building is located on 

Heroes Street, which until recently was named after the Soviet economic planner 

Nikolai Voznesensky. It once housed an electrical transformer. Now it is a tiny 

chapel, topped with a cross and managed by Father Alexander. It is diffi  cult to im-

agine that in a building so tiny, more than fi ve people can pray. Ten would make 

a crowd. Th e interior is very modest with decorations including a simple iconos-

tasis, fl oor carpet, and a few icons on the walls. Painted walls would require a big 

investment, something Father Alexander plans to do when he gets a “real” church. 

Our fi rst conversation took place on a November afternoon. It was very dark 

in the chapel so I could barely see Father Alexander. Th e building has no windows 

and the sunlight, if we can even talk about such a thing in November, seeps in 

through the semi-open doors. 

Alexander is a priest of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Kyiv Patriarchate). 

Th is non-canonical church was established in the early s together with in-

dependent Ukraine. It has not been recognised by any of the Orthodox churches, 

especially the Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate. Th e political confl ict 

that surrounds this denomination has been taking place for years now. However it 

became particularly intense during the EuroMaidan Revolution when representa-

tives of the Kyiv Patriarchate supported the protesters and stood with them in their 
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fi ght for dignity. Similar support is now expressed in regards to the ongoing war 

in eastern Ukraine. 

Soviet heritage

A diff erent and less graceful approach has been taken by the other Orthodox 

Church operating in Ukraine, namely, the one that is subordinated to the Moscow 

Patriarchate. Not only has it distanced itself from the Maidan protesters and sup-

ported the pro-Russian separatists, it has also become a vociferous propaganda tool 

for the Kremlin. A comparison of these two churches also shows that the Moscow 

Patriarchate has a greater amount of resources at its disposal than the Kyiv Patriar-

chate. First, it controls the key religious sites including the Kyiv Pechersk Lavra, the 

Holy Dormition Pochayiv Lavra in Pochaiv and the Holy Mountains Lavra on the 

steep right bank of the Seversky Donets River near the city of Sviatohirsk. Second, 

its churches are usually in better condition, and are much wealthier. 

In Kramatorsk things are no diff erent. Th e Mos-

cow Patriarchate’s Holy Trinity Orthodox Cathedral 

is located in the city centre, while Father Alexander 

off ers his services in a tiny converted electricity 

transformer booth located on the outskirts of town. 

Any kind of spiritual life is a novelty in the still very 

Soviet Kramatorsk. 

“In my family everybody was a communist,” Al-

exander admits. “Everybody was in the party. I was 

raised atheist. Such was traditional Soviet upbringing.” 

Alexander’s parents worked for NKMZ (an abbreviation for Novokramatorsky 

Mashynobudivny Zavod), the New Kramatorsk Machine-building Factory. Th e 

enterprise was a gigantic investment during the Soviet period. It defi ned the city 

in the same way that many other cities were defi ned in the Donbas region. In other 

words, life in the city was dominated by the factory. Instead of a church in the city 

centre, there was the NKMZ palace which, even today, serves as a community 

centre hosting a theatre hall, a museum and a swimming pool – everything that 

a Soviet man was assumed to need for his free time. What the Soviet man was as-

sumed not to need, however, was faith, God and the church. 

Alexander was such a Soviet man until . “I was  years old then,” he refl ects. 

“In April of that year I started to take sacraments and read the Bible. However, even 

before I was never an aggressive atheist or anything like that. I always believed that 

there is something, some kind of force that was greater than us.” 

Th e Kyiv Patriarchate 
supported the Maidan 
protesters and stood 
with them in their 
fi ght for dignity. 
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When I meet Father Alexander for the second time it was in a coff ee shop in a Kre-

matorsk neighbourhood. Th is time he brings his wife and he is dressed in civil clothing. 

Without his cassock (riassa) Alexander still looks a bit like a policeman – a job he had 

before becoming a priest. His black turtleneck and black trousers outline a fi t body. 

Yet his memories of working as a policeman are far from fond. Corruption, aggres-

sion, low salaries and disintegration of the state are the images that keep coming back. 

“I was fi rst a patrol cop, later I was moved to the economic crimes division. 

Th en I worked in a jail and fi nally – in my last years of employment – for the hu-

man relations department. Th ere I was responsible for the educational activities 

of the policemen. Until I reached retirement age,” he explains. He continues. “To 

put it mildly the system was far from ideal. Low salaries, large expectations and 

massive corruption. Th en the EuroMaidan came, followed by the war in Donbas, 

where police units were used to help separatists. I witnessed it all; this whole deg-

radation. Th at is why I knew that when the moment comes, I will retire. And at 

that time, I was getting closer to God. When I made the fi nal decision to quit the 

police, I knew what I would be doing as a civilian. I had served for  years and 

retired as a major. On May th , I became a priest.” 

Matushka

When it comes to the dogma and rituals of the Orthodox Church, the Kyiv Pa-

triarchate is no diff erent than the Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate. 

Th e clergy are allowed marry and have families. Th e only thing is that a priest’s wife 

(matushka) knows that by marrying an Orthodox priest, she will follow the path 

her husband has chosen. In other words, a fi ancée knows that her future husband 

will become a clergy and she has no choice but to become a matushka. 

In Alexander’s case, it was diff erent. Before his wife Nataliya became a ma-

tushka, he was already a deacon. “In the beginning I was against it. I did not like 

those external attributes, the black cassock… I did not want that”, she says recalling 

Alexander’s decision. “We had fi ghts over that – until life put everything in place. 

It happened that our two sons fell ill, both at the same time. Th ey were both taken 

to hospital. One was admitted to the intensive care ward, and then there was this 

feeling of despair that made me turn towards God. Th is was the cry of a mother 

who had nobody else to rely on, nobody apart from God, could help her.” She pauses 

and looks at her husband for a moment before continuing. “It was my husband’s 

spiritual leader, and later also mine, who opened my eyes then. I understood that 

there was nothing terrible in religion. On the contrary, it is thanks to religion that 

people can hear that there is something beautiful, something bright, something 
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warm. People can receive hope and love. Th is is important. You start to live in 

a completely diff erent way; all your life failures are no longer as bad as they were 

when you lived without God. When you live with God, you go through life with 

a torch in your hand, with this divine fi re, which lightens up the darkness.”

Nataliya and Alexander admit that he was consecrated a deacon without her con-

sent. “He became a deacon against my will,” she openly admits. “Later things turned 

out this way, that it was me who followed him and not the other way around. When 

our children were sick our spiritual leader married us. Before, I did not want to have 

a church wedding. I thought it was a nice tradition, but only for young people. I thought 

that the most important thing was when people lived together and could go together 

through thick and thin. Th at is why, like everybody else, we just had a civil wedding. 

Within our talks with our spiritual leader, we were once told that when you wed in 

the church and you start praying together, the power of your prayer will double.” 

In a city where Marxism and Leninism were the dominating religion for decades, 

faith in God and engagement in spiritual life among community members are still 

hard to fi nd. Th us, it took Alexander a lot of eff ort and energy to convince his wife 

to follow him on this new path. Th ings were even harder with his work colleagues, 

many of whom to this day do not know about his conversion. 

“In the beginning when I still worked for the police I was embarrassed to say that 

I found faith in God. I stopped swearing at work, but I did not tell my colleagues why. 

The Novokramatorsky Mashynobudivny Zavod, or the New Kramatorsk Machine-building Factory, was 
a gigantic investment during the Soviet period. It defi ned the city in the same way that many other 

cities were defi ned in the Donbas region. In other words, life in the city was dominated by the factory.

Photo: W
ojciech Koźm
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I did not tell them that I started going to church every Sunday, let alone that I go to 

confession, take communion, or fast. I was simply too embarrassed to admit that. I was 

even embarrassed when I got consecrated and became a deacon. It felt awkward. When 

we were going to a funeral, I was scared that somebody would spot me. But among 

my colleagues from the police, there are also those who come to me with diff erent 

requests – to baptise their child, bless their house, etc. Not everybody there supports 

Ukraine. But among those who do, such as servicemen, they come to me and ask 

for the pricelist for baptism, blessings, etc. I always tell them that I have no pricelist.”

Nataliya agrees and adds laughingly that some of his colleagues are quite sur-

prised when they see Alexander in his religious attire. Earlier he wore a police outfi t, 

and today he wears a riassa. He changed one uniform for another. 

Father Serhiy

Historians of religion overall agree that one of the characteristic features of 

Eastern Orthodoxy is a tendency towards heresy. Alexander became a priest thanks 

to the support and backing of his spiritual leader – Father Serhiy. Today, he off ers 

services in the very same chapel where he met Serhiy. When reminiscing about 

those times, it is quite noticeable that Alexander hesitates but decides to continue: 

“He is no longer with the Kyiv Patriarchate. He is, let me put it this way, a lone wolf. 

It would be best if you asked him directly. Some time ago Father Serhiy proclaimed 

that he was a bishop of an underground church and our patriarch banned him from 

off ering services, but he still off ers them in Kramatorsk. He has his group of pious 

followers. For a few years I had no contact with him. Today, I am much calmer 

when approaching diff erent challenges, including him.” 

Nataliya agrees. In her opinion, Serhiy 

is a very charismatic and interesting per-

son, but their paths parted. Nonetheless, 

she cannot stop being grateful to him for 

opening her eyes. “Indeed,” Alexander 

states, “through Father Serhiy, God has 

fulfi lled his mission towards us. We can 

assess him diff erently. But it will be God who will be the judge of us all. When I run 

into him in the city these days I say hello and we shake hands.”

It is thanks to Father Serhiy that Alexander understood the essence of the confl ict 

between the two Orthodox Churches in Ukraine and made the choice for himself. 

“I was consecrated in the Orthodox Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate. However, for the 

fi rst year and a half I attended the Moscow Patriarchate and it was only later when 

It took Alexander a lot of eff ort 
and energy to convince his wife 
to follow him on the new path.
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I started attending the Kyiv Patriarchate. I would come to this little chapel, the one 

in which I off er services today. Th ere was a time when I would attend both churches. 

Th e turning moment came when Danka (my son) was very disturbed, he could not 

sleep at night and we wanted to have our apartment blessed. I went to the Moscow 

Patriarchate church. Today I cannot remember the amount that they asked from me 

for such a service, but at that time my salary was not very high and it was a lot for 

me. Th en I turned towards the Kyiv Patriarchate and they told me to pay as much 

as I could aff ord. From that moment on I started keeping close contact with Father 

Serhiy. I asked him many questions – like, why the Kyiv church is not recognised, 

why they are called schismatic, why some people say that the sacraments given in the 

church are invalid. Father Serhiy gave me some literature to read and would answer 

all my questions. I understood that the essence of this confl ict is solely political.” 

Knocking on every door

Father Alexander has a clear assessment of what is going on in Ukraine, espe-

cially in Donbas. He is learning Ukrainian even though at times he feels frustrated, 

particularly when he is trying to understand the Galician variety of the language, 

which uses many words that cannot be found in a dictionary. His fi rst language is 

Russian, and he speaks it with – as he proudly stresses – a Donbas accent. 

“My decision to join the Kyiv Patriarchate was not infl uenced by the fact that 

I hate the Russian language or that I get convulsions when I hear the word ‘Mos-

cow’ or become hysterical when I hear the word ‘Russia’. Why am I making such 

exaggerations? Because Russian propaganda is trying to infl uence people here in 

eastern Ukraine. Hence, we are presented as fascist, schismatic and Russia-haters.” 

In Kramatorsk, none of the pro-Ukrainian activists doubt that the local Orthodox 

Church of the Moscow Patriarchate spreads Russian propaganda. Among those with 

this viewpoint is Volodymir Sergyenko. Sergyenko is a local businessman who, not 

that long ago, sponsored the construction of St Trinity Church, located in the centre 

of the city. It is a church that stands in stark contrast to the tiny chapel in which Fa-

ther Alexander off ers his services. Sergyenko understood his mistake when the war 

in the east had started. It is also common knowledge that local representatives of 

the Moscow Patriarchate do not respond to any calls for dialogue and co-operation 

between the two denominations. Th ey ignore someone like Father Vasily, who is 

a deeply engaged and widely respected parish priest of the Greek-Catholic church in 

Kramatorsk. His pictures can be found on Father Alexander’s Facebook profi le though. 

“What nicely surprised me in the Kyiv Patriarchate,” Alexander admits, “was the 

attitude towards other denominations. Our church co-operates with Greek Catholics, 
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Roman Catholics and even some Protestant churches. Th e Moscow Patriarchate, 

on the other hand, is isolated. At least that is the case here in Kramatorsk. When 

the authorities invite them to events, the Moscow-led church gives an ultimatum: 

it will be only us, or we won’t come at all.” 

Th e third year since Kramatorsk’s occupation and liberation by the Ukrainian 

army has already passed. However, it is not that far away from here, where the war 

is still in full swing. Father Alexander is reminded about this fact when he is asked 

to carry out funeral services for fallen soldiers. He also sees that when the funeral 

procession goes through Kramatorsk, people are kneeling down. Th ese ceremo-

nies, however, are not attended by the representatives of the Moscow Patriarchate. 

Since the authorities have changed in Kramatorsk in early July  the national 

government in Kyiv has been more carefully monitoring the situation in the city 

and the region. As a result, security offi  cers were sent from diff erent regions to 

Kramatorsk, while the department of education is making sure that the city’s public 

schools include patriotic education in their curricula. Despite these changes, Father 

Alexander still feels that he needs to fi ght for a place for his community. “If I were 

to count how many people come to service regularly I would say it is around . 

Together with those who come from time to time, there will be probably . During 

holidays, however, the chapel is completely full and people have no room to stand.”

Encouraged by that, Alexander and Nataliya want to build a new church. Th ey 

want it to be the church of Faith, Hope and Love. And Wisdom. Last year after 

many earlier refusals, the city council fi nally granted two parishes of the Kyiv Pa-

triarchate with lots. However, many problems and obstacles remain, including 

diffi  culties in obtaining the proper permits in order to cut down trees on the lot. 

Yet Father Alexander and Nataliya are not giving up. Th ey are knocking on every 

door and visiting every offi  ce possible. 

“We hope that God will bring to us the right people who will help us”, they say, 

as we fi nish our conversation on a positive note. 

* Postscript: Just before this article went to print, right before Easter, it turned 

out that faith has not let Alexander and Nataliya down. With the help of their pa-

rishioners and the support of a few members of the Kramatorsk City Council and 

members of the Poroshenko Bloc (political party), they have managed to prepare the 

lot and lay the cornerstone for their church of Faith, Hope and Love. And Wisdom. 

Translated by Iwona Reichardt 

Paulina Siegień is an ethnographer, journalist and translator. She is 

currently pursuing her PhD at the University of Gdańsk (Poland). 



Old divisions die hard
L I N D A  M A S S I N O

Germany’s policy towards refugees has at times been a very 
controversially discussed topic. Divisions often run between 

neighbours, friends and families. Th e country has faced challenges 
receiving and integrating the large number of refugees who arrived 

in  and . Yet, this process brought some surprising 
developments, especially on the eastern parts of the country.

Wir schaff en das! We can do this! Th is acclamation marked  and elicited 

voices of both doubt and opposition across Germany. When the German chancel-

lor spoke these words, it was not yet clear what challenges and complexity eastern 

Germany and eastern Berlin were really facing. After a -year divide (-) 

the newly unifi ed country was tested to reintegrate. 

Separate political, social and value systems had 

been established, infl uencing eastern citizens in 

their attitudes towards migrants. During the past 

two years the topic of foreigners and integration 

provoked much debate, public response and civil 

engagement. 

Both before  and since unifi cation people 

from other countries have been trying to enter 

Germany via the Oder River border. Because of 

the European Union’s eastern enlargement in , the Federal Republic of 

Germany (FRG) no longer maintains the external border of the EU. However, 

people are still trying to enter the country in hopes of fi nding peace and a new 

beginning. Each individual has a diff erent reason, but many are hoping to gain 

legal residence status, to be granted asylum or citizenship and also to bring their 

families to Germany.

People, Ideas, Inspiration

Th e division of Berlin 
has had an infl uence 
on how migrants 
and refugees were 
regarded and treated.
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Tensions of reunifi cation

In  the Berlin Wall was erected, creating a physical division of the East 

German capital and thus eff ectively completed the already-existing inner-German 

border. Prior to  and the fall of the wall, the German Democratic Republic 

suff ered ongoing labour shortages. Th e GDR imported workers from Vietnam, the 

majority of whom came in the s. From among these immigrant workers, there 

were very few asylum-seekers, political refugees or persons admitted for asylum. 

Until the mid-s, most refugees had come from Greece, Spain and Chile. Th e 

fall of the Chilean government resulted in , Chileans seeking refuge in East 

Germany. By  most foreign workers were from Vietnam and Mozambique. 

Th e majority of them were working in sectors with diffi  cult conditions, temporary 

contracts and in segregated settings, living in shared accommodation. Th us, there 

was hardly any interaction with the local community.

Since reunifi cation the divided city of Berlin has had to grow back together. 

Th is history of division infl uenced how migrants and refugees were regarded and 

treated. One key aspect aff ecting this growth has been that western Berlin has had 

considerably more immigrants over the years than the eastern part, and for a longer 

period of time (since the s). After the fall of the wall, Germany saw an increase 

in the number of asylum seekers. In  alone, about , sought asylum in 

the Federal Republic of Germany. Th e applications were from eastern and southern 

Europeans. Most of them were refugees from the civil wars in Yugoslavia or from 

the Roma minorities in Bulgaria and Romania.

Along with the polarised debate about 

asylum, the early s were character-

ised by violent assaults. Th e events in the 

eastern city of Rostock-Lichtenhagen are 

best known. In  both the “Sunfl ower 

House” (a registration facility for asylum 

seekers) and a residential facility for Vietnamese became the stage for anti-immigrant 

motivated violence, which lasted for four days. Th e following year a compromise on 

political asylum was adopted as law, putting severe constraints on asylum rights. 

As a result, the number of asylum seekers markedly decreased.

In addition to anti-immigrant incidents, far-right organisations were on the 

rise, such as the National-Socialist Underground, a radical coalition founded in 

the s. It was precisely at this time when eastern Germans were seeking to fi nd 

their role and identity in the newly unifi ed nation. Th e earlier complete segregation 

of contracted foreign workers in the former GDR had an eff ect on how eastern 

Germans viewed and encountered migrants and refugees. Following the riots in 

Political scientists and citizens 
have been divided over how 

to deal with PEGIDA.
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Rostock-Lichtenhagen and the NSU’s emergence, the eastern part of Germany 

witnessed further developments of hostile attitudes. 

Reaction / counter-reaction

By the middle of the fi rst decade of the s, there was a noticeable increase 

of immigration to Germany. One reason was the considerably higher wages result-

ing in people from EU member states taking advantage of visa-free work. By  

and  the number of asylum applications also grew, and in  the number of 

refugees began to increase dramatically (and with this development, media interest 

heightened as well). At the same time, though, the government was forced to ad-

dress the actual situation on the ground and its pressing humanitarian challenges.

Th e civilian population responded and 

took on the responsibility of meeting refu-

gees needs of food and clothing as they 

arrived in the country. Parallel to this high 

level of civilian engagement, there were also 

escalating numbers of violent incidents 

against refugee populations. Th e media 

attention given to the east was especially 

strong at this time. In  the far-right 

political movement PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans against the Islamisation of the 

West) was founded and registered as a legally recognised association. In October 

 PEGIDA began its Monday demonstrations in Dresden (Saxony’s capital) 

and they continue to the present. PEGIDA demonstrators usually outnumber the 

counter-demonstrators. By  what had begun as a protest movement celebrated 

its second birthday – and was operating calling for a restrictive refugee and im-

migration policy.

Political scientists and citizens have been divided over how to deal with this 

emerging force. While some have called for denying PEGIDA attention or a voice, 

there are others calling for dialogue and active debate. Th e country appears as 

divided about the topic of PEGIDA as it is on the topic of refugees. In  the 

German Language Society named the word “Flüchtlinge” (refugees) as word of 

the year. Tenth place was awarded to the phrase “We can do this!” – Chancellor 

Angela Merkel’s statement at the August  press conference. Th e chancellor’s 

actual wording was abbreviated from “Germany is a strong nation. Th e reason we 

can take this on is that we have already accomplished so much – we can do this!” 

Voluntary service and 
engagement has become an 
indispensable pillar in the 
work of integration in both the 
east and west of Germany.
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About a year after this slogan became public, Merkel revised her comment, adding 

that the political situation at the time was severely tough.

Th e strained political climate was refl ected in the party name changes and al-

legiances, i.e. the DVU (German Peoples’ Union) merged with the right-wing NPD 

(German National Democratic Party). However, it must be noted that the NPD lost 

considerable votes and status in the  federal state elections. In  the right-

wing Eurosceptic party AfD (Alternative for Germany) established itself as a new 

political player. Due to AfD’s successes in both eastern federal states (Mecklenburg-

Vorpommern and Saxony-Anhalt), the NPD severely lost its political importance.

Th e  elections are yet to take place and it remains to be seen what will ac-

tually happen. Th e candidate for the Social Democrats chancellor, Martin Schulz, 

appears as a strong opponent to Merkel. If AfD gains more followers, it will have 

a direct eff ect on the results of the election. It remains an open question as to what 

role the other parties, such as the Left (Die Linke), the Greens and the FDP (Free 

Democratic Party) will play in the September elections. 

Container village

In , having faced a loss of votes, the NPD began an eff ort to regain its popu-

larity by adopting the topic of the “supposed” nativist fear of foreigners (Überfrem-

dungsangst). Th e NPD chose the Allende Quarter in the eastern Berlin district 

of Treptow-Köpenick, as well as other eastern districts, as their base for rallying 

opposition against refugees.

Th e fi rst Berlin container village was built in late  and opened in Treptow-

Köpenick. Th e temporary habitats are similarly designed to construction contain-

ers. Directly prior to the opening of this temporary residence (housing around 

 people), protests took place. In addition to the demonstrations, the NPD 

initiated pickets at the facility. However, because of courageous actions from the 

neighbours in the fi rst months, things have since quieted down. From this group 

of locals a voluntary initiative was founded, and in a variety of ways it supports 

the container home and their residents. An initial campaign of information-

sharing proved helpful to dispel long-time permanent neighbours’ concerns and 

fears which, in eff ect, cut short rumours and speculation. Besides eff ective use 

of the internet, there were information events for the neighbourhood. Within 

a very short time, volunteers from this counter-initiative began collecting clothes, 

furniture, hygiene materials, etc. In order to meet the immediate needs of the 

new residents the initiative worked very closely with the administration of the 

container village.
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Two things might be noted which distinguish this neighbourhood initiative and 

the district. Firstly, there is a unique demographic in that most of the neighbours 

in the area are over the age of  and this is directly refl ected in the make-up of 

the volunteers. Secondly, as mentioned earlier, some of the Chilean refugees set-

tled in East Germany in the s, a few in the Allende Quarter. In this context, 

it could be noted that this neighbourhood in the old East Berlin already has had 

some experience with immigrants.

Th e volunteer initiative sponsors a “coff ee hour” at the container village both for 

local neighbours and refugee residents. Th is voluntary gathering has taken place 

every Friday for more than two years and off ers a casual meeting for conversation 

and a chance to co-operate in future planning of activities and events. Th is has 

proven to be particularly important for the refugees as it provides contact with na-

tive German-speakers, enabling them to practice and improve their language skills.

However, there are also negative political forces working against these eff orts. In 

the recent Berlin election for the senate, AfD has proven to have gained consider-

able support, and these results point to the need for understanding how important 

individual engagement with refugee residences is; prejudice can only be dismantled 

through personal encounter and co-operation.

Integration issues

When it comes to integration in eastern Germany, eastern Berlin is a clear 

exception. Th is city has embraced the western wealth of experience in refugee 

aid. Moreover, migrant and refugee self-help organisations are a component that 

is clearly lacking in much of the east, which off er an anchor for those newly ar-

riving. Because refugees might be traumatised by war and/or their escape – not 

to mention the worry many may have about family members left behind – the 

personal contact between refugees and the volunteers is very important. Vol-

unteer service means the work of relationship building. Support for volunteers 

should further include access to education, training as well as greater recognition 

of their hard work. It remains a challenge, however, to acknowledge that volun-

teering has its limits.

In the same light, social work services for refugees need improved staffi  ng ra-

tios and better pay, while mass residence facilities should be replaced with smaller 

options for housing. Th e sooner a new refugee can begin German language and 

integration courses the better. In addition, more individualised housing, help for 

internships and apprenticeships in the labour market are fundamental for integra-

tion into society. Female refugees should be given greater consideration and an ap-
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propriate model for integration should be developed. Special funding programmes 

for large families also need to be established.

Professional staff  and volunteer workers need continuous support and improve-

ment. For the refugee, the key for acceptance in society at large is fi nding a place 

through personal contacts, trust and friendship. Empowerment is on the tip of 

everyone’s tongue – refugees should become the experts in functioning and acting 

on their own behalf. A good example of this is Mr B., an Afghani social worker with 

refugees for Caritas in Dresden. Another development is Saxony’s hiring of local 

Integration Coordinators to further on-site coordination between governmental 

organisations, neighbourhood groups, and employers, etc. 

Voluntary service and engagement has become an indispensable pillar in the 

work of integration in both the east and west. Refugee relief work has undergone 

a change over time; addressing the initial and immediate needs has been replaced – 

and now the focus is on long-term eff orts at integration.

Not German but European

I was born in East Berlin in  and my generation has grown up in the EU 

with freedom and values that have enabled me to travel and explore the world and 

to embrace the Other. When I volunteered with refugees in Vienna in September 

, I was not there as a German but rather as a European. I have learnt to accept 

the person for whoever he or she is – not expecting him or her to conform to my 

expectations. As I refl ect on the topic of integration, I understand it as securing 

intercultural competences, ever learning from it and using it for a lifetime. 

It is important for me, as a coordinator for volunteers in a refugee residence, to 

interact with the residents, colleagues, volunteers and also with politicians whose 

actions aff ect these people in many ways. All of this, together, makes my work count. 

What is more, my work matters when it contributes to a personal encounter, to 

dismantling prejudice and to integrating each person into society. 

Linda Massino studied political science and European studies. She is working as 

a coordinator for volunteers in a refugee residence (the fi rst container village in Berlin).
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Western Balkan cin-

ematography is notorious 

for being an alternative to 

Hollywood blockbusters. 

Directors from Croatia, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and Serbia have become 

renowned for their unique 

gift to tell their stories – of-

ten tragic – in a subtle and 

witty way. One such art-

ist, already known to the 

world, is Danis Tanović, 

the director of the  fi lm, Smrt u 

Sarajevu (Death in Sarajevo).

Tanović became fi rst recognised for 

No Man’s Land (), a story about 

a Bosnian and Serbian soldier who were 

trapped together in the middle of the line 

of battle. Th e fi lm brought Tanović an 

Oscar for best foreign language fi lm in 

. Th en he went on to direct Cirkus 

Columbia (), a delicate fi lm dealing 

with another problem familiar to the 

Balkans – migration. Without a doubt, 

Tanović’s latest off ering is a continua-

tion of his eloquent style. 

It is a story about today’s 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

a country that is still suf-

fering from the eff ects of 

war and is continuously 

aff ected by poor manage-

ment, a corrupt political 

elite, as well as economic 

depression amidst other 

countless day-to-day prob-

lems. Th e fi lm can also be 

seen as a case against the 

European Union which is oblivious to 

Bosnia’s struggle for a “normal life” in 

the second decade of the st century.

Potemkin villages in Sarajevo

Th e fi lm’s plot revolves around Bos-

nia’s preparations for the commemo-

ration of the th anniversary of the 

outbreak of the First World War. As it 

is widely known, the war began after the 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria 

Trying to please Jacques
B A R T O S Z  M A R C I N K O W S K I

Smrt u Sarajevu (Death in Sarajevo). A fi lm directed by 
Danis Tanović, Bosnia and Herzegovina/France .

Eastern Café
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was gunned down by Gavrilo Princip, 

a South Slav nationalist, on a Sarajevo 

bridge in June . Similar to the past, 

the city is trying to mark the anniversary 

in a very pompous way – as if Tito was on 

his way. Today, his role is taken over by 

EU bureaucrats for whom local offi  cials 

are making Sarajevo shine and appear as 

“European”. Th eir eff orts, however, have 

created a Potemkin village which, under 

the surface, is nothing more than rot and 

decay. Th us, the children who perform 

in the choir are ordered to have lunch 

because “we don’t want kids fainting in 

front of EU guests”, while employees at 

Hotel Europa, where the distinguished 

EU guests are staying, have not received 

their salaries for several months, yet are 

still too afraid to lose these unpaid jobs. 

Th e level of social frustration is high. 

In the middle of this fuss, a VIP guest 

from France, named Jacques Weber, prac-

tices the speech he is to deliver at the 

anniversary. Characteristically, this grey-

haired gentleman is neither interested in 

Bosnia nor the event that is about to take 

place. Yet, he is given special treatment 

from the hotel manager who does eve-

rything to please him – something that 

Jacques does not even notice. Instead, 

the Frenchman locks himself in his hotel 

room repeating hollow and pompous 

phrases about Europe, completely una-

ware of the drama that is taking place 

right outside of his door. Jacques, in 

this sense, becomes a personifi cation 

of Western Europe, which is presented 

in the fi lm as being an entity closed in 

a bubble, oblivious to the real problems 

of the Balkans despite the fact that from 

time to time Bosnia and Herzegovina 

appears on the agenda of some Brus-

sels institutions. Without a doubt, this 

part of the fi lm is a direct reference to 

Bernard-Henri Lévy’s  play Hotel 

Europe, which he describes poignantly 

in the following way: “Th is is a play about 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Europe, 

especially about Europe which betrayed 

Bosnia  years ago. At the same time, 

it is a story about the shame and bloody 

wound that all Europeans, including 

myself, bear – a wound that is in the 

bodies of all the peoples of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina.” 

Europe died in Sarajevo 

Lévy has frequently travelled to Bos-

nia and Herzegovina and has produced 

a fi lm titled Bosna! in . It concludes 

with these striking words: “Europe died 

in Sarajevo”. Th is probably became the in-

spiration for Tanović’s fi lm title. However, 

the latter certainly is not an adaptation 

of Levy’s play. And this is its strength. 

Death in Sarajevo can be 
seen as an accusation against 
Europe, which is presented as 
oblivious to Bosnia’s struggle 
for a “normal life” in the second 
decade of the st century.
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Th e Bosnian director adds a lot of his 

own creativity into the work, including 

the so-called Balkan vibe which enriches 

the French author’s intellectual work. 

As a result, the fi lm is given a distinct 

fl avour, which is best demonstrated by 

the clash between Jacque’s attitude and 

the stories of the Bosnians fi ghting their 

everyday wars.

Nonetheless, Death in Sarajevo should 

not be treated solely as an accusation 

against a Europe that is too preoccupied 

with its own problems to notice what 

is happening in the Balkans. Tanović 

also depicts the awful state of the public 

debate in Bosnia and Herzegovina. He 

expressed his feelings in one interview: 

“Why is the Kosovo battle more impor-

tant than what are you going to eat to-

morrow? I don’t understand this.” Th us, 

in the fi lm he clearly alludes to the fact 

that history is one of the main causes of 

the divisions in the Balkans, which may 

again lead to future tragedies. It is also 

a message to other regions of the world 

that are still struggling to settle histori-

cal disputes. Who has better knowledge 

of how history-fuelled nationalism can 

cause a bloodbath and plunge entire na-

tions into regress other than the Balkan 

people? “We put so much passion and 

energy into nationalism, why don’t we 

put that passion into something more 

constructive?” Tanović rhetorically asks. 

Moreover, the director indicates that 

in countries like Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

history is used as a distraction from 

current everyday problems. When the 

economy is in decay and state institutions 

barely function, history becomes a life-

buoy for the ruling elite. In the former 

Yugoslavia that was the case in the late 

s when the collapse of the economy 

was followed by an increasingly nation-

alistic narrative used by the communist 

dignitaries, who drew from the tragic 

past of the Second World War. It was 

extremely dangerous then and is no less 

dangerous now. Th is is the key message 

of the fi lm. 

Stereotypes

Probably the most important “his-

tory scene” is a conversation between 

a Bosnian woman and a Serbian man 

that takes place on the roof of Hotel 

Europa. It shows that the younger gen-

eration, who are in their s and did not 

take part in fi ghts of the s, is just as 

deeply divided as the older one. Th us, 

a true friendship amongst the Balkan 

nations is still far off . Some viewers less 

clued into the nuances of the Balkans 

may fi nd the same scene tedious – the 

conversation is long and full of compli-

cated Balkan-speak that can be diffi  cult 

Th e director indicates that 
in countries like Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, history is 
used as a distraction from 

current everyday problems.
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to understand for foreign spectators. Yet, for those who have a deep command of 

Balkan history it comes across as an almost stereotypical confrontation between 

the Bosnian and Serbian points of view.

Death in Sarajevo is a satire comedy that gives Europe a slight kick for its pro-

found ignorance. However, it also presents the stereotypical views that people have 

when they think about Bosnia and Herzegovina. Th ese include: delayed salaries, 

corruption, organised crime, abuse, demons of war and the evils of nationalism. 

All in all, it is clearly a Balkan pot, one that keeps coming back and never seems to 

go away. I have some doubts here, though. Should we keep repeating these stere-

otypes, even if the current state of aff airs confi rms them? For that reason, I would 

dare to say that Tanović’s most recent off ering is perhaps not his best; despite the 

fact that it amuses, intrigues and off ers some of the pleasures that only Balkan 

cinematography can. 

Bartosz Marcinkowski is a communication specialist at the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs of 

the Republic of Poland. He previously worked as an editor with New Eastern Europe.



Cinema has recently 

given Poland a new hero-

ine – not one dressed in 

a soldier’s uniform, but 

in white medical scrubs. 

Th e doctor in question, 

an OB-GYN named 

Michalina Wisłocka, was 

matter-of-factly a house-

hold name in communist 

Poland. She was a popu-

lar doctor who in the post-war peri-

od worked at parenthood centres and 

family clinics. Long lines of patients in 

front of Wisłocka’s offi  ces were evidently 

a sign that her approach to reproductive 

health was what Polish women (and men) 

needed at that time. Her work was both 

evidence-based and unconventional, with 

advice on love-making and inter-human 

relations. In simple terms, Wisłocka 

popularised a modern approach to hu-

man sexuality – one that recognised and 

respected both men and women’s needs. 

Despite the offi  cial 

party rhetoric on wom-

en’s emancipation and the 

equal treatment of men 

and women, such prac-

tices were hard to fi nd 

in the People’s Republic 

of Poland. Her “manual” 

on sex, which Wisłocka 

wrote mostly for young 

couples, was titled Sztuka 

kochania (Th e art of lovemaking) and it 

had a “fi fty shades” eff ect to a communist 

state, infi ltrating the prudery of many 

bedrooms. 

Good bye gender?

Today, Wisłocka has made a double 

comeback. Her bestselling book was 

republished in an updated form in late 

. In January of this year, a movie 

with the same title was released. Coin-

Doctor Love
I W O N A  R E I C H A R D T

Sztuka kochania. Historia Michaliny Wisłockiej (Th e art 
of lovemaking. Th e story of Michalina Wisłocka). A fi lm 

directed by Maria Sadowska. Warsaw, Poland, .
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cidentally, Wisłocka's return takes place 

in rather unusual times. Looking on the 

surface, Poland has again been undergo-

ing what can be called a social revolution 

(or regression, as some may prefer). With 

a clear focus on traditional family values 

in offi  cial rhetoric and government poli-

cies since October , the country is 

now more conservative than any times 

since the collapse of communism. Th is 

is especially true for the more traditional 

groups of the society that loudly cheer-

lead the departure from postmodern 

permissiveness (i.e. something that they 

primarily associate with the much con-

tested “gender ideology”). What they see 

is a dichotomy of “anything goes” versus 

traditional marriage and family values. 

Th is, to be sure, is how things look on 

one side and, as mentioned above, mainly 

on the surface. 

When looking more closely at the 

Polish society, however, the spectrum of 

grey is much wider, just as it was during 

Wisłocka’s time. On top of that, Poland 

has moved on since Sztuka kochania was 

fi rst published  years ago, experiencing 

in the s the period of regime trans-

formation and the country’s re-opening 

to the West along with an embrace of its 

value system. As a result, today Poles 

are much more emancipated, which is 

evidenced by numerous research fi nd-

ings and opinion polls. Th is change has 

been further cemented by the fl ourishing 

publishing market which produces a wide 

spectrum of sexual education literature 

(both Polish and foreign) and much wider 

access to counselling services.

Th us, it should come as no surprise 

that in response to a very restrictive anti-

abortion proposal that was brought to 

the parliament by an ultra-conservative 

NGO initiative in the autumn of , 

demonstrations broke out throughout 

Poland. Known as the black protest, 

these gatherings were attended by rep-

resentatives of all generations and both 

sexes. A large number of participants 

were holding banners with all sorts of 

pro-choice slogans. To some commen-

tators this mobilisation in defence of 

women’s rights was a sign of Wisłocka’s 

true infl uence. Th e question is whether 

such a judgement is justifi ed? 

 Taboos yes, stereotypes no

Th e answer to this question, as well 

as whether it makes sense today to glo-

rify Wisłocka, is a “yes” and “no”. Let 

me start with the “no”. From both the 

movie and the reading of the book, we 

can conclude that Wisłocka’s heroism 

came mainly from her success in the 

elimination of a number of taboos that 

were deeply rooted in a very conserva-

tive Polish society. Th is breakthrough, 

which Wisłocka’s predecessors failed 

to achieve in the inter-war period, was 

Wisłocka’s work was 
both evidence-based 
and unconventional. 
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evident in the language that she used 

to communicate with her patients and 

readers. Its emancipating eff ects were, 

for sure, long-term. It allowed Poles to 

freely call anatomical organs by their 

actual names, instead of referring to 

them as “it” or “they”. Probably the most 

memorable and at the same time laugh-

able scene of the fi lm is when Wisłocka 

yells at one of her male patients: “You 

came from a vagina! Not Warsaw!”

Nonetheless, this breaking of taboos, 

as needed as it was, did not go hand in 

hand with the overcoming of certain gen-

der-related stereotypes. On the contrary, 

as we can learn from the fi lm and the 

book, Wisłocka through her counselling 

maintained, or even enforced, many of 

them. For example, she advised women 

to dress nice around the house (though 

it would be unfair not to mention that 

similar hints were directed at men), smile 

and not display nudity to their partners. 

Th ese “family cementing” practices are 

also depicted in the movie. For exam-

ple, in one scene Wisłocka advises her 

patient with diffi  culties conceiving to 

spend some time at a resort, away from 

her husband. Without articulating it 

directly, the doctor instructs the young 

girl to fi nd a diff erent biological father 

for a baby she will eventually raise with 

the man she had married. Th e advice is 

taken seriously and implemented. By 

the end of the movie we learn that the 

woman is happily pregnant. 

Defenders of Wisłocka will naturally 

point out that criticism of such counsel-

ling fails to include the context of post-

war Poland, but they will still have to 

explain why the new, updated edition of 

the book (published by the liberal pub-

lisher Agora in ) does not include 

any references that would send today’s 

readers to more contemporary sources; 

ones that would provide them with an 

up-to-date perspectives on relationships 

and sexuality. As a result, what we get is 

an edition of the book that is not fully 

compatible with the reality of the ear-

ly st century and it may bring about 

certain outcomes contrary to the ones 

Wisłocka infl uenced through her work. 

Th at is to say, harm instead of benefi t. 

So what is it about Wisłocka that 

makes her a heroine today? Present-day 

ticket sales, just like pirated copies of the 

doctor’s book in the late s, show that 

her story and views still attract atten-

tion – and not just for purely nostalgic 

reasons, as Wisłocka’s opponents would 

like to say. To understand what makes 

the message of this -year-old manual 

of lovemaking still relevant today, it is 

best to understand the current needs of 

Polish society. As stated earlier, in the 

s, being shut off  from the western 

world, Poland was aff ected by the illness 

of conservative prudishness. Today, in 

the second decade of the st century, 

Th e  edition of 
Wisłocka’s book is not fully 
compatible with the reality 
of the early st century. 
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Poles may not be as emancipated as the 

Germans or the French, for example, 

but their lifestyle is more western than 

ever before. However, as numerous re-

search suggest, today many segments 

of the Polish society, in a similar way to 

their counterparts in the West, seem to 

be suff ering from an anxiety that is at-

tributed to many diff erent macro- and 

micro-level sources. Th ese include: ex-

perience of system transformation for 

over a decade (along with its positive and 

negative consequences), social changes 

accompanying globalisation and its ef-

fects on local communities, and increased 

secularisation and self-expression. 

Th us, in the context of postmodernity, 

experienced by a post-communist society, 

the comeback and popularity of Wisłocka 

should no longer be that surprising. As 

more than anything else, and despite the 

fact that some of the doctor’s recommen-

dations are today easily refutable, her 

teaching (as presented in the book but 

also now in the fi lm) stresses the value 

of emotional stability that comes from 

long-term intimate relationships and the 

nurturing that they require. With this 

message, Wisłocka emerges as a heroine 

once again. In this regard, the doctor was 

certainly ahead of her time. 

Iwona Reichardt is the deputy editor in chief of New Eastern Europe. She has 

a PhD in political science from the Jagiellonian University in Kraków.



What makes Rūta Vana -

gaitė’s Ours (Mūsiš kiai) 

very diff erent from all 

other Lithuanian books 

on the Holocaust is that it 

was from the start written 

as a bestseller. Written by 

an experienced public re-

lations professional as an 

appeal to the Lithuanian 

public, the book raises the 

painful issue of historical 

responsibility. Th e author 

does not refrain from giving a personal 

twist to the story (it would be impossible 

otherwise, as the Holocaust is an issue 

of individual position and individual 

responsibility). Th e author is piercingly 

direct and uses black comedy. She ap-

proaches the topic with composure 

and a sense of supremacy. Th ese two 

features may irritate the reader. How-

ever, she is entitled to it 

as she aims to confront 

the reader, which she so 

eloquently achieves.

A book for the 
common people

Vanagaitė’s companion 

on this journey to dark-

ness, Efraim Zufoff , has 

described the character of 

this book in the following way: “you have 

told me that in Lithuania all has been 

written about the Holocaust, but noth-

ing has been read. Th at’s why this book 

is so important. Th is book will make the 

truth discovered by historians accessible 

to most of the people, because it will be 

a book for the common people. And 

about the common people”. Vanagaitė ad-

Breaking the comfortable 
silence on the Holocaust

L I N A S  V I L D Ž IŪN A S

Mūsiškiai (Ours). By: Rūta Vanagaitė. 
Publisher: Alma littera, Vilnius, .
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dresses those “good Lithuanians” whose 

“families never took part in the Holocaust 

and did not know any Jews”, and those 

who did not steal their possessions, and 

those who were born after the Holocaust 

and thus did not have anything to do with 

it. Th e harsh reaction to the book online 

shows that it (now in its th edition) has 

been, and will be, read.

Since independence in  the 

Holocaust discourse has not received 

such straightforward publicist appeal. 

Th e discussion existed, but mostly at an 

academic level while the broader pub-

lic discourse was too cautious, slightly 

conformist and thus ineff ective. It did 

not oppose the government that merely 

simulated Holocaust remembrance, in 

reality accepting silence. Th e govern-

ment is building a new national ideology 

and it does not even encourage society 

to cleanse itself. Public opinion is not 

strong enough to condemn antisemitic 

attitudes inspired by the tabloid press 

and public institutions (one example 

could be the allegations of war crimes 

committed by Jewish partisans). It is 

not the fear that still haunts witnesses 

of those events; rather it is weariness 

and frustration since all civic initiatives 

have in the end been institutionalised 

and stifl ed.

Historical gaps and distortions are 

not a cure to the trauma of the Hol-

ocaust. Th e only way to recovery is 

through recognition of the horrible 

truth of the massacres of Lithuanian 

Jews, atonement and condemnation 

of the murderers, without any excuse 

about the inhuman historical circum-

stances. Vanagaitė invites her readers 

to openly accept this truth, stressing 

that her book is based on the work of 

Lithuanian historians and other works 

published in Lithuanian, including archi-

val sources – and without any infl uence 

from the outside. When we talk openly 

and directly the emerging picture is 

less than pleasing. Th e wartime eff orts 

to get on with Adolf Hitler have meant 

that most of Lithuanian Jews were killed 

by their neighbours. We can endlessly 

discuss the terrible time, general con-

fusion, shock of Stalinist terror and the 

dream of national independence in the 

minds of the remaining elite. But it does 

not change what happened.

Th e Nazis harnessed these illusions, 

the antisemitic moods, and played the 

Judeo-Bolshevik card. Th e Kazys Škirpa’s 

Lithuanian Activist Front (LAF), founded 

in Germany and assisted by its military 

intelligence, was expanding its network 

of collaborators, spreading Nazi antise-

mitic propaganda and preparing for the 

uprising that was planned and launched 

at the same time as the Nazi attack on 

the Soviet Union, and was marked by the 

fi rst pogroms of Jews. Th e LAF formed 

a provisional government which declared 

the restoration of Lithuanian independ-

ence. It sent a letter to Hitler in gratitude 

for “the liberation of Lithuania from the 

devastating Jewish and Bolshevik oc-

cupation” and expressed hope that the 

Lithuanian nation will have its place in 

the victorious march towards “the new 

European order”. 
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Murderers with a human face

Even though the provisional govern-

ment did everything to gain its favour, 

Germany did not recognise it. It used it 

for its own ends and fi nally ordered its 

dissolution on August th . How-

ever, the consequences of the provi-

sional government were tragic. Th e gov-

ernment passed (or was forced to pass) 

antisemitic legislation, approved the 

opening of a concentration camp, and 

under German pressure reorganised 

the June Uprising troops into a police 

battalion (the National Labour Service) 

which committed massacres of Jews at 

the Kaunas th Fortress on August st 

and rubberstamped racist laws titled “the 

Jewish status regulation”.

Th e worst followed the retirement of 

the government, that it did not order its 

restored administration, local govern-

ment and police to disband – thus con-

signing them to the role of executioners 

in the Holocaust. Th e Nazis would have 

found helpers themselves as there were 

also shtetls where the Jews were extermi-

nated autonomously. However, with the 

assistance of local government offi  cials it 

was much easier to organise the killings: 

drive the Jews to the ghettos, guard them, 

transport them and fi nally kill them. Th is 

assistance resulted in the emergence of 

those subordinate men, whom Vanagaitė 

has called “murderers with a human face”. 

“Are we responsible for our history?” is 

the rhetorical and openly ironic question 

put forward by Vanagaitė as a commentary 

to what is also the title without an answer 

of a chapter in a history textbook for high 

school children. It is hard to imagine a con-

temporary democratic society that does not 

understand such responsibility. Unfortu-

nately in Lithuania this understanding is 

hampered by a nationalist narrative that 

treats the June Uprising and the Provisional 

Government’s Declaration of Independence 

as an act of defi ance against the Bolsheviks. 

Th e line between resistance and collabora-

tion has been blurred.

“Th e collaborationist character of the 

government already revealed itself in the 

June th appeal to the Lithuanian na-

tion which suggested that a ‘permanent 

government would be formed following 

the clarifi cation of the conditions of co-

operation with Germany’. In other words, 

in accordance with the will of Germany, 

but not the will of its own citizens”, such 

is the conclusion of the historian Alfonsas 

Eidintas based on Zenonas Rekašius  

article “Why Lithuania did not become 

a satellite to the Th ird Reich?”,, in the 

Lithuanian magazine Akiračiai, edited in 

the US. Th is merits a comment. Rekašius 

was inspired to write the article after an 

initiative in the Lithuanian Parliament 

proclaimed the provisional government 

as the continuation of Lithuanian inde-

pendence which, according to the au-

thor, could “bog Lithuania down in the 

glorifi cation of the mistakes of ”. On 

the basis of the abovementioned appeal 

to the nation, Rekašius claims that the 

off er to relinquish part of its sovereignty 

cannot be explained in terms other than 

as a wish to be a German satellite. Ger-

many, however, was not inclined to grant 
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even that much. Th e author discusses the 

model of single party dictatorship chosen 

by the LAF, in which there is no place for 

citizens from other nationalities as well 

as the Provisional Government’s decla-

ration aimed at moving away from “the 

bad regime that existed before June th 

”. Rekašius also notes that post-war 

émigré Lithuanian representative (the 

Supreme Committee for the Liberation 

of Lithuania) completely dissociated 

itself from the provisional government. 

Acting rationally

Sadly, there are also other voices 

among the émigrés. For example, the 

director of the Chicago Lithuanian Re-

search and Studies Center, Augustinas 

Izdelis, has compared the lack of atten-

tion given to Jews by the provisional 

government to emergency triage: “Th e 

injured are divided into groups: those 

who have a chance of survival and those 

who cannot be saved. One thus has to 

act rationally. Without any prejudice 

to one group or another. According to 

capabilities and means”. It is hard to be-

lieve that these words are coming from 

the free world more than  years after 

the emigration. Nevertheless, we have to 

remember that even the idea of a double 

genocide was developed by the émigrés 

and then successfully planted in inde-

pendent Lithuania.

Th ere are more such quotes in the 

book. Especially cynical is the calcula-

tion given by the young historian Nerijus 

Šepetys, who encouraged Vanagaitė to 

start writing her book: “Th ose who took 

part in the murder of our Jews were main-

ly Lithuanians. So what? Let’s list them, or 

even better, let’s write their bio graphies 

disclosing their typical traits, but let’s not 

hand our Jews over to Nazi hunters, such 

as Zuroff , or defenders of history, such 

as Dovid Katz. Because of them our Jews 

who lived and died are just instruments”. 

Th at is when they become “ours” – our 

Jews: once they have been murdered and 

their memory expropriated.

Th e lists suggested by the historian 

have a clear political motivation. Once the 

fi nal list of the Holocaust’s perpetrators 

is published we can say that the question 

of responsibility has been solved. What is 

more, this list can be compared to a list 

of those who saved or rescued Jews – and 

then using a symmetry principle, one can 

contentedly state that the latter were more 

numerous. Th is is the most common and 

sordid form of manipulation that tries to 

minimise the scale of the crime at the cost 

of those who risked their lives. 

However, this list, which has been 

commissioned and compiled, will never 

be completed. Historians interviewed by 

Vanagaitė allege that it would only be more 

or less possible if a group of researchers 

were to work for at least fi ve years in 

Lithuanian archives and the archives in 

other countries. But this is not the case. 

Th e Holocaust in Lithuania was so brutal 

and explicit that it touched everyone and 

left a permanent psychological trauma, 

which was then subdued under commu-

nism and reopened after independence.
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Loaded with memories

Th e second part of the book docu-

ments Vanagaitė’s gloomy trips around 

execution sites. A trip to the present day 

takes one to another world which is very 

near. Th ose are the forests and bushes 

on the outskirts of every city and shtetl. 

Sometimes one wanders deeper into the 

heart of the forest. Th ose sites have been 

abandoned and are rarely visited. Only 

small granite posts, funded by the Brit-

ish Holocaust Educational Trust, mark 

the way. Some have been smashed in 

an act which requires great hatred and 

a large hammer. Th e  Holocaust in 

Lithuania Atlas, published by the National 

Vilnius Gaon Jewish Museum, lists  

recognised mass graves. But if we look at 

Marcelijus Martinaitis’s memoirs, cited 

by Vanagaitė, or consider the recent 

discovery of human bones near Šiauliai, 

there should be more. Do we ever refl ect 

on the fact that we walk the land where 

the most terrible modern genocide was 

committed? And that we are separated 

from this time by only two generations. 

Or is it deliberate amnesia?

Th is ideological abyss is best refl ected 

in the Universal Lithuanian Encyclopae-

dia and its ambiguous title. It contains 

maps of all the districts with carefully 

marked “Death Sites”, “Memory Sites” 

and “Memorials” of Lithuanian parti-

sans, but not a single mention of the 

Holocaust. To be fair, the fi rst volumes 

published in - have some of 

the murder sites as cemeteries of victims 

of the Nazi occupation or the Jewish 

genocide. Yet in the later volumes, they 

simply disappear. 

On her trip Vanagaitė encountered 

some baffl  ing things: the fear witnesses 

still feel despite their old age, and the 

complete indiff erence or absolute igno-

rance of some. It is a diffi  cult psychologi-

cal complex that can be better under-

stood after reading Zygmunt Bauman’s 

interview given to Rasa Rimickaitė for IQ 

magazine: “both those who fed, helped, 

saved the Jews and those who had private 

reasons to report them and those who 

murdered and those who survived, they 

all have a hunchback. We are loaded with 

memories. When a neighbour was be-

ing dragged out of the house, the others 

watched. All of them, Poles, Lithuanians 

and even Jews live under a pressure of 

their conscience. And neither they, nor 

they children and grandchildren can ap-

pease the guilty conscience.”

Ignorance thrives on silence. A gen-

eration ignorant of the Holocaust can 

grow up in ten years. I have in mind 

this practice of speaking without saying, 

which is present in schoolbooks and lo-

cal history museums. Vanagaitė shares 

her impression from the visits she made 

to those institutions where “all the pub-

lications use the same impersonal form 

‘Švenčionys Jewish community was de-

stroyed in the forest near Švenčionėliai 

on the October th and th ’ … 

‘they were herded’… ‘executioners killed 

the children with indiff erence…’ Who 

herded? Who killed?” 

Th is convenient, impersonal form is 

used as a norm in the above-mentioned 
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encyclopaedia: the Jews of this or that 

Lithuanian shtetl “have been murdered 

by the orders of the occupational Nazi 

German government”.

Multiplied mistakes

To the offi  cial Lithuanian state ideol-

ogy the Holocaust is an unsolvable issue. 

It always overshadows the national myth 

of Lithuanian innocence, martyrdom, 

resistance and heroism. Stained with 

the blood of their Jewish co-citizens the 

national ideology was morally bankrupt 

in , but then returned in independent 

Lithuania. It returned having integrated 

some features of the Soviet ideology – 

the hero cult and rewriting of history. 

Such are the origins of those posthumous 

colonels, general and even presidents as 

well as streets named after Kazys Škirpa 

or the June Uprising and monuments to 

murderers. Nationalist ideology does 

not recognise its own mistakes, but it 

multiplies them. Th e fi rst and gravest 

mistake was made in  when the state 

rehabilitated all members of the anti-

Soviet resistance, including those who 

took part in the Holocaust (some shrewd 

historians would would say they were 

sentenced with evidence fabricated by the 

NKVD). Has this mistake been set right? 

On the contrary, the criticism thrown at 

Lithuania stirred opposition. Th ere was 

the acquittals of Aleksandras Lileikis and 

Kazys Gimžauskas, extradited from the 

US on war crimes. Th ere were plenty 

of patriotic gestures accompanied by 

a double-genocide theory which claims 

that the Jews were responsible for the 

mass deportation of Lithuanians to Siberia 

and that brought about their own doom.

Constant eff ort and political will is 

needed to change social consciousness. 

In the  years since independence, only 

President Algirdas Brazauskas has shown 

such political will, publically apologising in 

the Knesset – for which he was condemned 

by public opinion in Lithuania. It is symp-

tomatic that the Holocaust obfuscation is 

applied by all political parties in Lithuania, 

not only conservatives, but social demo-

crats and liberals alike. Th is comfortable 

silence expresses the electorate’s fears and 

the convictions of the political elite. And, 

moreover, the emigrating intellectual elite 

are too weak to break this silence.

Vanagitė’s book is an example of brave 

speech. She has kicked up dust that will 

only settle over the graves. Nonetheless, 

I am convinced that the book will open 

the eyes of many young people and help 

break the ice of ignorance and indiff er-

ence. It encourages us to think and look 

for an answer to a question posed in the 

epilogue by the priest, Ričardas Doveika – 

what has happened that we have become 

victims of a new state ideology? 

Translated by Laurynas Vaičiūnas

Linas Vildžiūnas is a Lithuanian fi lm critic and journalist.



Many books have been 

written in the aftermath 

of Ukraine’s EuroMaid-

an Revolution but few as 

beautifully as Black Square 

by Sophie Pinkham. Few 

pieces in the recent litera-

ture present such a fresh 

and unique perspective of 

an incomer who can delve 

deeper than many insiders 

and see what many experts 

cannot. While there are 

many books focusing on 

Ukraine and Russia – the separateness 

of the two and the impact that the recent 

confl ict has had on both countries – 

Pinkham’s work is unique in that it is 

also a great piece of literature, both as 

a novel and non-fi ction. It is delectable 

reading for those who know very little 

about Eastern Europe, and at times an 

enlightening must-read 

for those who think they 

know it well. 

Pinkham began her 

adventure with East-

ern Europe in , on 

a Red Cross exchange pro-

gramme in the Siberian 

city of Irkutsk, where she 

was sent to work at a HIV 

clinic. She soon discov-

ered that her presence was 

of little use for the local 

workers, although her sti-

pend was ten times their salaries. She 

felt embarrassed with her privilege and 

the pointlessness of her mission, but 

it gave her a unique glimpse into the 

brutality of Russia’s HIV policy and the 

realities of the new epidemic – an ugly 

by-product of the ominous neo-liberal 

transformation. 

Seeking ground zero of 
the post-Soviet space

A G N I E S Z K A  P I K U L I C K A - W I L C Z E W S K A

Black Square: Adventures in the post-Soviet world. By: Sophie Pinkham. 
Publisher: William Heinemann (UK Edition), London, .
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Myths

“Teenagers boiled marijuana in milk 

in their parents’ kitchen, drinking it from 

glass bottles. LSD promised a world that 

was no more insane than the real one and 

perhaps more enjoyable. Amphetamines 

off ered a sense of purpose and energy. 

Opiates were liquid utopia, a warm bar-

rier against the chaos outdoors. In any 

society, people may use drugs for many 

reasons – curiosity, social pressure, self-

medication, family problems – but drug 

use fl ourishes in times of social upheaval,” 

she wrote. 

Interestingly, what she discovered 

was a world where, just like in the Soviet 

Union, conspiracy theories off ered expla-

nations of everyday phenomena. Many 

people believed that HIV was caused by 

heroin purposefully infected by Central 

Asian producers in order to exterminate 

Russians. Or that it was invented by 

American pharmaceuticals. Th e lack of 

awareness and staggering presence of 

myths made many people refuse to take 

HIV medication and further stigmatised 

drug use. Active users were often denied 

treatment by those designated to help 

them overcome drug addiction. At the 

same time, in the absence of an informed 

and consolidated state policy, many drug 

users ended up in prison.

Th e experience of Siberia helped 

Pinkham develop an interest in HIV 

harm reduction. While attending a con-

ference, she met Alik, a Ukrainian doctor 

struggling with drug addiction. Later 

when she decides to move to Kyiv to 

research the HIV crisis as part of her 

Fulbright scholarship, Alik becomes her 

fi rst guide in the city. 

Pinkham did not need long to fall in 

love with the multilingual and multi-

cultural Kyiv, its Ukrainian and Russian 

speaking people, artistic communities, 

remnants of the Soviet world and diffi  -

cult history. She travels to the Carpathi-

ans, where she discovers a fascinating 

micro-world of local ethnic minorities 

and spends her summer in Crimea, living 

in a camp with hippies, who introduce 

her to Russian Rastafarianism. Again, 

she realises how much out of place she 

was as an American. 

“I became especially obsessed with 

nectarines, and would buy a bag of them 

every time we went to the market in the 

nearby Sudak. Olga and Sanya, whose 

summers were possible only if they count-

ed every penny and who obsessed over 

tiny diff erences in price per kilo of toma-

toes, onions and cucumbers, considered 

nectarines an insane luxury. Th is was only 

one of many signs that I was an outsider, 

an improvident alien with no practical 

skills,” she wrote. 

While still an outsider, Pinkham ex-

perienced people and places many locals 

Pinkham did not need long to fall 
in love with the multilingual and 
multicultural Kyiv and its artistic 

communities, remnants of the 
Soviet world and diffi  cult history.
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have never had a chance to discover. She 

focuses her attention on groups that are 

overlooked: drug addicts, women and 

the elderly. Her observations are often 

unanticipated, even if, at times, naïve. She 

succeeds in showing the readers Ukraine 

in a completely new light, while at the 

same time meticulously researching and 

documenting its daily reality.

“Babushkas hated it when you are too 

fast, when you ate too little, when you 

looked too thin. Babushkas loved ro-

mance novels, puzzle books, and women’s 

magazines. Babushkas knew about can-

nibalism; as children, during the famine, 

some of them had barely escaped being 

eaten by their neighbours,” she wrote. 

“Babushkas had plenty of free time and 

a shared outrage over their miserable pen-

sions, high food prices, and bad medical 

care and housing; they were an important 

political force.”

While she sometimes uses sweeping 

generalisations (she writes, for example, 

that Slavs are obsessed with their livers, 

love kvas etc.), they often come across 

as surprisingly exhilarating. 

Black square

Th e title of the book refers to a paint-

ing by Kazimir Malevich, a th cen-

tury avant-garde artist, depicting a black 

square. It is a symbol of the end of his-

tory – ground zero, where everything 

fi nishes in order for the new to be born. 

It pertains to the coming of the unknown. 

For some critics it symbolises hope and 

liberation, for others, destruction and 

anarchy. Malevich’s painting had a clear 

reference to the post-revolutionary Russia 

of , when destruction and rebuilding 

blended into one. 

For Pinkham, the black square also 

represents the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, which teared down the world as 

people knew it. It meant the end of his-

tory, as Francis Fukuyama was famously 

predicting, which together with destruc-

tion announced hope and the coming 

of a diff erent but better world. Th e col-

lapse of the Iron Curtain fundamentally 

transformed the world, bringing damage 

and opportunity, chaos and a new order. 

Yet the dissolution of the Soviet Union 

was not the only ground zero Pinkham 

had in mind. Th e second part of the 

book brings us to the Maidan in Kyiv, 

which for Ukraine constituted another 

new beginning. When the protests be-

gan, the author was back in the United 

States, but she closely followed the events 

and stayed in touch with her friends in 

Ukraine. Her absence does not seem to 

have aff ected the quality of her analysis. 

“[Th e] Maidan was oriented around 

the defence of rights. In fact, there weren’t 

many political slogans, and it’s hard to 

Pinkham analyses the eff ects 
of the often incredible Russian 

propaganda and aggression. 
Her account is balanced, 

honest and insightful.
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call it a revolution, because it wasn’t at 

all radical,” she wrote. “Maidan isn’t right 

or left, it’s civil society.” Indeed, the focus 

on dignity, human rights and European 

choice predominated during the protests 

and demonstrated a clear expression of 

Ukrainians’ allegiance to Europe, which 

meant “freedom, fairness and transpar-

ency”, to use Pinkham’s words. 

At the same time, as she explains, it 

also meant economic prosperity, higher 

living standards, good public services 

and safety. Th ese were things Ukrainians 

did not have access to, things the utterly 

corrupt Ukrainian state failed to secure. 

Europe thus appeared as a natural choice 

between progress and backwardness, liv-

ing in the future and in the past, rights 

for everyone and rights for a select elite. 

However, despite Pinkham’s support 

for the movement and her having a good 

understanding of Ukrainians’ demands, 

she does not remain uncritical of the 

many pitfalls of the EuroMaidan. Gen-

der politics in the square was one of the 

issues she felt uneasy about: “One sign 

on Maidan announced, ‘Men are needed 

for the night guard on the barricades. 

Women are needed to keep watch by 

the mobilisation tent, to keep order, to 

make tea and food for the guards and to 

spread information, leafl ets and perform 

other mobilization work.’ Another sign 

put it less politely: ‘Dear women! If you 

notice any mess, tidy it up. It will be nice 

for the revolutionaries.’”

She is also critical of the right-wing 

elements, which were widely defended by 

her friends who took part in the protests. 

When she fi nally returns to Ukraine to 

speak to the participants of the events, 

she notices the growing polarisation 

within society, the often hateful language 

employed by supporters of the Maidan 

and the new Ukrainian government’s 

inadequate response to the crisis in east-

ern Ukraine. 

“Journalists and commentators who 

tried to call attention to the growing 

humanitarian crisis in eastern Ukraine 

(including me) were accused of spread-

ing Russian propaganda,” she noted. But 

far from focusing on the sins of Ukraine 

alone, Pinkham also analyses the eff ects of 

the often incredible Russian propaganda 

and aggression. Her account is balanced, 

honest and insightful. Given the grow-

ing polarisation within Ukraine – where 

there is often little space for nuanced 

debate and a plurality of views – writers 

like Pinkham are more needed than ever.

Th ere are few pitfalls in Black Square. 

Among the number of books written 

about the EuroMaidan – often hastily 

under the pressure of time and poorly 

edited – Pinkham’s work appears like 

a real gem. It is witty, well-researched 

and beautifully personal. 

Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska is an editor with New Eastern Europe.



Following the Revolu-

tion of Dignity, the an-

nexation of Crimea and 

the confl ict in Donbas, 

the “Ukrainian issue” 

has dominated European 

discourse on the Eastern 

Partnership. Th e Minsk 

negotiations, the format 

established in  to 

solve the confl ict in east 

Ukraine, have put the Be-

larusian president, Alyak-

sandr Lukashenka, in a completely new 

role, ending his isolation on the inter-

national scene. At the same time, the 

situation of the Belarusian democratic 

opposition party and civil society slowly 

became less and less relevant in main-

stream European discourse. 

In this context, it is notable that the 

Polish publisher Ośrodek Karta (Th e 

KARTA Centre Foundation) has decided 

to give a voice to one of 

the most prominent en-

emies of Lukashenka, and 

one of his victims, Andrei 

Sannikov. Sannikov was 

one of ten candidates that 

were running for the pres-

idency in  supported 

by various groups com-

monly considered as the 

opposition. Th eir struggle 

was diffi  cult from the very 

beginning. Th ey had little 

access to mass media, were unable to 

receive much funding and had been at-

tacked by the authorities on a daily basis. 

Nonetheless the team did not give up on 

the fi ght for a chance to create a more 

democratic Belarus. Th e battle with the 

regime was the main challenge, but not 

the only one. Th e Belarusian opposi-

tion was unable to agree on who to put 

forward as a single candidate against 

The more things change, 
the more they stay the same

K A C P E R  D Z I E K A N

Białoruska ruletka (Belarusian roulette). 
By: Andrei Sannikov. Publisher: Ośrodek Karta, Warsaw, .
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Lukashenka. Even though the opposi-

tion was considered very small, nine 

independent candidates were registered, 

Sannikov among them

Rotten state

Soon after the elections were over and 

rallies against their falsifi cations were 

brutally broken up by the militia, opposi-

tion candidates were arrested. Sannikov 

tells the story of his imprisonment as well 

as that of his wife, Iryna Khalip, and his 

many colleagues. Th eir accounts allow 

the reader to get inside the infamous 

Minsk’s prison – Amerikanka – as well 

as other security facilities. Th e book pro-

vides a unique account of the Belarusian 

penitentiary system in general but also 

shows how it works during “special cir-

cumstances”. Th e image is truly terrifying, 

especially since it represents a refl ection 

of the reality in the state as a whole. San-

nikov’s trail involved judges, attorneys, 

witnesses, public servants, militia offi  cers 

and many more. Although some of them 

would have prepared to stay out of the 

prosecution, they were forced to remain 

involved anyway. Th e accounts given in 

the book give yet further proof of how 

little human life matters in Lukashenka’s 

Belarus. Th ey create a portrait of a deeply 

corrupt and rotten state, where all of the 

authorities have been instrumentalised 

to serve one person – the head of state. 

In February and March this year pro-

tests came back to the Belarusian streets. 

Th is time, however, they were not limited 

to Minsk. Th ey have popped up in Ma-

hiliou, Polotsk, Hrodna and other cities 

throughout the country. According to 

the human rights centre Viasna, over 

 people were detained after dem-

onstrations held on March th. Th ese 

demonstrations were not organised by 

opposition leaders, however; this time 

ordinary citizens took it to the streets 

in a protest against the introduction of 

the so-called parasite law, which puts 

taxes on unemployed people. Although 

the law was introduced in  its im-

plementation began only this year. On 

March th, Freedom Day, general ral-

lies were organised. Mikalay Statkevich, 

one of the opposition leaders and the 

candidate for president in  called 

for massive demonstrations in Minsk for 

that day. Th e authorities were trying to 

prevent people from attending them in 

various ways. Uladzimir Nyaklyayew, an-

other opposition leader has been stopped 

on the Polish-Belarussian border while 

coming back from a meeting in Poland. 

Statkevich disappeared and did not show 

up at the meeting point on the th and 

nobody knew his whereabouts, including 

his wife. Later on, he stated, that he had 

Belarusian roulette was published 
at the right time and should serve 
as a warning for many policy-
makers willing to seek reconciliation 
with the Lukashenka regime.
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been detained by the Belarusian KGB. 

During the protests the militia special 

forces, OMON, were pushing people 

away from the streets, dividing groups 

and detaining protesters. Nevertheless, 

hundreds participated in the march in 

Minsk. Th e demonstrations were bru-

tally repressed by the militia. By the end 

of March around  hundred people 

were arrested according to the Belarus 

Helsinki Committee and trials are now 

being held against many of them.

Protesters represent very broad so-

cial backgrounds. What unites them 

is their disagreement to the law which 

they all consider to be socially unfair. 

What is more, the protests were far from 

political. Yet, it was enough for Belaru-

sian armed forces to detain some of the 

protesters and start prosecuting them. 

Lukashenka has publicly stated that the 

protesters were trained in special camps 

in Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine – and 

fi nanced from these countries. Suddenly, 

the events described by Andrei Sannikov 

become reality again. 

However, the international political 

context plays an important role as well. 

Since Minsk became host to the so-called 

Normandy Format (Germany, France, 

Ukraine and Russia) which aimed at 

resolving the confl ict in Ukraine’s east, 

Lukashenka found himself in a new role, 

as a key geopolitical player. During the 

February  meeting, agreements were 

signed which remain, until today, the 

basis for ending war in Donbas. Th is 

summit followed previous high-level 

talks in Minsk in September , when 

the Minsk protocol was signed. Due to 

that role, Lukashenka has managed to 

overcome his previous position as per-

sona non grata in European political 

gatherings. 

What’s more, new governments in 

several NATO and EU states had already 

been developing a new strategy towards 

Belarus. Yet as situation on the western 

side of the border calmed, Lukashenka 

faced new challenges on the eastern 

side. Th is year brought new tensions 

with Russia, with Lukashenka’s refusal 

to recognise passports issued by the self-

proclaimed separatist regimes in Donetsk 

and Luhansk. Minsk’s reluctance to re-

pay its debt to Moscow was among the 

other issues that lead to worsening rela-

tions between the two states. Th e social 

protests made the situation even more 

challenging. Th us, Lukashenka reacted 

in the only way he knew: by persecuting 

his own people.

Vicious cycle

Th e persecutions described in Sannik-

ov’s accounts followed the persecutions 

that have been taking place since the late 

s through today. Th e whole situa-

Sannikov’s accounts in his 
book give further proof of 

how little human life matters 
in Lukashenka’s Belarus.
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tion resembles a gloomy and depressing 

vicious circle. One would like to share 

Sannikov’s belief that if the elections in 

Belarus in  were held in accordance 

with democratic standards he would have 

won. Unfortunately that is too diffi  cult to 

accept. Th ere is no independent centre 

for public opinion polling in Belarus and 

therefore it is impossible to estimate the 

real support opposition candidates have. 

And with nine independent candidates 

running for offi  ce in , it was nearly 

impossible for Belarusian citizens, who 

are critical of Lukashenka, to unite and 

choose one of them. 

Belarusian roulette was published 

at the right time and should serve as 

a warning for many political observers, 

policy-makers and stakeholders willing 

to seek reconciliation with the Lukash-

enka regime. It should also serve as a re-

minder that the situation in Belarus has 

not changed; and it is not going change 

any time soon. 

Kacper Dziekan is a European projects specialist in the civic project department of the European 

Solidarity Centre. He is also a PhD student at Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Poland.
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Th e war in Donbas has 

changed Ukraine and even 

though it continues, it has 

already generated serious 

consequences. Th ese can 

be seen both on the geo-

political level and in some 

smaller areas. Th e latter 

are clearly less visible to 

the general public, in oth-

er words, they exist under 

the surface. For the pro-

Russian separatists and 

the Kremlin which supports them, the 

purpose of the ongoing war is to change 

Ukraine’s borders and undermine the 

foundations of the Ukrainian state. Th is 

goal has been achieved, but only partially. 

What the war has changed for sure, 

however, is the identity of Ukrainian 

society. As a result, Ukrainians today 

are much more certain of who they are, 

even if the price they pay 

for this knowledge is quite 

high and costs many lives. 

Among those direct-

ly aff ected by the war in 

eastern Ukraine is the well-

known journalist, Andriy 

Tsaplienko. His most re-

cent book in Ukrainian, 

Книга змін (Th e Book of 
Change), which focuses on 

the ongoing military con-

fl ict in Donbas, was one of 

the most important publications pre-

sented at the  Publishers' Forum 

held in Lviv. 

Put to the test

Tsaplienko is an experienced war cor-

respondent. Currently working for the 

On change 
In pain and fear

T O M A S Z  L A C H O W S K I

Книга змін (Th e Book of Change). 
By: Andriy Tsaplienko. Publisher: Клуб Сімейного Дозвілля 

(Book Club / Family Leisure), Kharkiv, .
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Ukrainian television station TCH, he 

has had an impressive career in journal-

ism with assignments in confl ict areas 

such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Burundi, Côte 

d’Ivoire, Liberia, Columbia and Sri Lanka. 

Tsaplienko also witnessed the fi rst years 

of Russia’s imperial awakening – as he 

covered the  Russo-Georgian war 

over the South Ossetia region. Unexpect-

edly, the next stage of his professional 

career took Tsaplienko to another combat 

zone – his own country. Since  he 

has covered Ukraine’s fi ght for survival. 

Characteristically, while reporting from 

the hot spots in foreign countries, Tsap-

lienko maintained journalistic objectiv-

ity by trying to avoid bias. In Donbas, 

however, his high professional standards 

were put to the test. 

Like the ancient Chinese book Clas-
sic of Changes (I Ching), a text to which 

Tsaplienko directly refers, Книга змін 

presents the fate of people who expe-

rienced the war in eastern Ukraine as 

prophecies to be fulfi lled in regards to 

the condition of Ukrainian society. Th at 

is why reading the book provokes ques-

tions like: What is the face of today’s 

Ukraine? Is it that of a Maidan fi ghter? 

Or that of the volunteer soldier who was 

captured in Debaltseve and permanently 

blinded after pro-Russian rebels tortured 

him? Or maybe it is the face of Ukrainian 

defenders of Luhansk airport who lost 

not only at the frontline but also in the 

media which overpraised their cyborg 

counterparts fi ghting in Donetsk? 

All these people can be found in Книга 
змін whose author admits that he himself 

has “also long been growing up to become 

Ukrainian”. Being a native of Kharkiv, he 

comes from a city that has undergone 

its own transformation. Th is includes 

a change in relations with Russia (which 

have been reduced since the Revolu-

tion of Dignity) but also because of the 

war. As a result of these two events the 

whole country, in Tsaplienko’s view, has 

suddenly grown up – in pain and in fear. 

Today’s heroes

Despite being a reporter all his life, 

Tsaplienko wrote a book of fi ction which 

builds its plot on short stories. He admits 

that these are stories about ordinary peo-

ple, who, he believes, are the true heroes 

of today’s Ukraine. His decision not to 

write a fact-based novel, such as Sergei 

Loyko’s Airport, for example, was prob-

ably taken in order to show the universal 

nature of the extreme situation as well as 

the choices that an unexpected military 

combat has to present to its participants. 

Th e book contains over a dozen short 

stories. Th ey are loosely connected by 

a few protagonists who appear at diff erent 

times in the story. In one we read about 

a journalist (possibly the author’s alter 

ego!) who is a Maidan activist during the 

Revolution of Dignity and later directly 

observes the annexation of Crimea. Sub-

sequent stories come from Donbas, where 

new war heroes are introduced and the 

journalist disappears. Apparently some 

of the stories are drawn from Tsaplienko’s 

own experiences which include being 
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a volunteer in the battalion defending 

the Luhansk airport and a participant 

in the withdrawal from Debaltseve. Also 

the story of a dog adopted by the boys of 

Pravvy Sektor which became their brother 

in arms in the unstable East was probably 

inspired by another personal experience. 

However, while writing about some 

other issues – for example, captivity or 

the way Russian separatists treat POWs – 

Tsaplienko had to use additional sources, 

including those obtained from the Rus-

sians. One story is the most striking. It 

presents the fi nal hours of the doomed 

Boeing MH fl ight which was shot down 

in July  over the confl ict zone. Here 

along with journalistic skills Tsaplienko 

proved his great imagination. 

One more person to change 

Th e book is very well-written and the 

reader can share the author’s feelings of 

anxiety and uncertainty about what will 

take place in the future. Such feelings can 

be experienced throughout the whole book. 

However, the fact that there is no one pro-

tagonist (or even a few of them) can dis-

courage some from fi nishing the book. Th is, 

nonetheless, should not undermine the 

overall assessment of the whole publication. 

Unfortunately the book has only been 

published in Ukrainian (not even in Rus-

sian) which signifi cantly limits the re-

ception of this work, especially among 

western readers. What has also provoked 

some criticism is the author’s decision to 

depart from fact-based literature for the 

sake of fi ction. It could be interpreted as 

a certain evasion on behalf of Tsaplienko 

who simply was unable to check all the 

information he writes about. However, 

considering the journalist’s past work and 

high professional standards in reporting 

from war zones, this fact cannot dimin-

ish the value of the book. 

When presenting his book, Tsap-

lienko often repeats that the war in Don-

bas should also change one more per-

son –Vladimir Putin. In other words, he 

believes the confl ict should contribute to 

the end of his rule in the Kremlin. Th is, 

however, is the biggest unknown of the 

book – one whose conclusion is very much 

awaited not only by its author.

While reporting from hot spots 
around the world, Tsaplienko 

has maintained journalistic 
objectivity. In Donbas, however, 

his professional standards 
were put to the test.

Translated by Iwona Reichardt 

Tomasz Lachowski is a lawyer and journalist. He has a PhD in international law from the 

University of Łódź and is the editor-in-chief of the magazine Obserwator Międzynarodowy. 
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