"Yugoslavia and the New Europe" commentary by Michael B. Levin
In many respects the current conflict in Yugoslavia is reminiscent of the period just before the beginning of World War I, when religious and ethnic tensions rocked the Balkans and each nation in the region vied for support from the Great Powers. Indeed, the historical irony of many of today's developments in the region is difficult to miss and can often be overwhelming. On the other hand, many analysts in both East and West view Yugoslavia's crisis as a model for other inter-ethnic conflicts that are erupting throughout Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Russian analysts in particular cite the "Yugoslav Model" in reference to the potential for conflict and violence between the various ethnic groups within the new Commonwealth. But the situation in Yugoslavia is more than just an example of a possible future for Eastern Europe or for the territory of the former Soviet Union; it is certainly more than just a reenactment of the past. What is happening today is a graphic illustration of the fundamental politics changes and shifting power relationships that have begun to emerge as a result of the Soviet Union's collapse and the end of the Cold War's superpower condominium. These changes have begun to manifest themselves in ways that will require policy makers in this country to reexamine not only the capacity of the United States to influence events in the region, but also the desirability of such a policy given the numerous domestic problems facing this country. 

The first lesson the situation in Yugoslavia provides is the resurgence of nationalism as a driving force in international politics. While it was accomplished at a terrible cost, the suppression of religious and inter-ethnic conflicts in communist Eastern Europe was done with ruthless efficiency. Now that these regimes' leaders have been toppled, these latent tensions and hatreds - centuries old in many cases - are now resurfacing, and have now joined with a renewed sense of national identity. As Czechoslovakia's Ambassador to the United States, Rita Klimova, characterized the situation, it was like "the placing of a concrete slab on these ethnic tensions by the Communist regimes and then the removal of the slab after the regimes began to disintegrate." Yugoslavia is a classic example of this; and the irony is that it also serves as a laboratory for the peaceful resolution of this kind of ethnic strife. In formulating post-Cold-War policies, the United States must recognize the qualitatively different nature of these kinds of conflicts and develop policies which take into account the myriad forces underlying the kind of violence that has ripped Yugoslavia apart. 

The crisis in Yugoslavia has also provided the opportunity for the ascendancy of the European Community as an independent and skilled actor in the international arena. With some notable exceptions, since the end of World War II Western Europe has followed the United States in matters of defense and foreign policy, in large part due to the United States' economic and military strength in the face of the perceived Soviet threat, as well as its leading role in the NATO alliance. However, the collapse of the Soviet empire and the sudden disappearance of the threat of full-scale military conflict in Europe, comes at a time of increasing economic and political integration of the twelve nations of the European Community. This has allowed the Community to begin pursuing its own foreign-policy objectives, which may not always be in harmony with those of the United States. The Community's recognition of Croatia and Slovenia, over U.S. objections, highlights the Community's increasingly independent foreign-policy course. After decades as the leader of Western democracies, the United States must learn to adapt to a new world order in which economic strength will be a greater measure of power in the international arena, and where America will come to find itself surrounded by able and willing competitors. 

A newly reunited Germany now leads the newly assertive European Community in its move toward recognition of Yugoslavia's former republics. Although there is little truth to Serbian claims that Germany's goal is to "further German war aims of the First and Second World Wars," historical aspirations and ties between Germany and its neighbors should not be dismissed out of hand. By leading the EC's drive for recognition of Slovenia and Croatia - to the point of doing so unilaterally - Germany has accomplished an important prerequisite for becoming the Community's political leader. Despite the short-term problems associated with reunification, Germany's economic strength and its willingness to take a leading role in European politics make it a force that the United States must be prepared to deal with as an equal in Europe. 

The situation in Yugoslavia has brought to the fore many issues that must be addressed as the world moves away from the dangerous - yet stable - Cold War. The rise of nationalism and the fragmentation of countries along ethnic lines, the transformation of national power from the military to the economic realm, and the development of multiple power centers and spheres of influence, have all manifested themselves within the context of the Yugoslav crisis. These are but a few of the legacies of communism's collapse, and are likely to be the challenges for policy makers well into the 21st century.

 Michael B. Levin is a staff assistant in Russian Affairs for the Center for American-Eurasian Studies and Relations. He also is a foreign policy research assistant for The Brookings Institution. 

