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Karadzic Arrest Is Big Step for a Land Tired of Being Europe’s Pariah 
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Before photos of some of the 8,000 men and boys killed in Srebrenica, Bosnia, in 1995, their relatives gathered in Tuzla on Tuesday after Radovan Karadzic’s arrest.

BELGRADE, Serbia — The arrest of the wartime Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic, charged in the worst massacre since World War II, was an unlikely yet radical transformation in a country that had appeared to be headed on a path toward virulent nationalism and isolation.

Just six months ago, before seminal Serbian presidential elections, more than 25,000 supporters of Serbia’s far-right Radical party packed a stadium here, where the warm-up act included a haunting song celebrating Mr. Karadzic. 

“Our brother hiding in a cave,” the lyrics went. For those assembled, who wore “No to Hague Tyranny!” pins, Mr. Karadzic was a hero of Serbian myth, and handing him over to the West would be tantamount to treason.

It was just weeks before Kosovo, the breakaway Serbian province, declared independence. Western and Serbian liberals alike feared that the ghost of Serbian strongman Slobodan Milosevic, who went to war with the West in the 1990s, had come back to haunt Serbia. 

Yet Mr. Karadzic’s arrest on Monday has been widely greeted inside and outside Serbia as a critical political and cultural about-face, resulting from the combination of a new Serbian government friendly to the West and assurance from the European Union that Serbia, a former pariah nation, could be welcome as a member of the world’s biggest trading bloc. 

The Radical Party, which still has the largest number of seats in the Serbian Parliament, has since lost two elections. Its leader, Tomislav Nikolic, a former undertaker, appears headed for political demise. 

What changed in Serbia in half a year, say analysts, is that hard-headed economic interests trumped emotions, accompanied by the realization among a majority of Serbs that nationalism and the painful grip of the past were taking them nowhere. 

“Serbs are not desperate and they have not sold out, but they have seen that the nationalist rhetoric and slogans are empty and don’t work,” said Ljiljana Smajlovic, editor of Politika, a leading Serbian daily newspaper. “They see their manifest destiny in Europe.” 

The arrest still leaves one of the most notorious operatives of the Balkan wars at large, Mr. Karadzic’s wartime ally, Gen. Ratko Mladic, the Bosnian Serb Army commander during the 1992-95 war in Bosnia. European Union officials stressed Tuesday that capturing Mr. Mladic remained a necessary prerequisite for Serbia to attain its goal of joining their organization.

“Things will be easier, but let’s not prejudge anything,” said Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner of France. “Karadzic has been arrested but Mladic has not.” France now holds the European Union’s rotating presidency.

The union’s foreign ministers made no commitment on Tuesday concerning declaring Serbia a European Union candidate. The two remain embroiled in a dispute over the bloc’s support of an independent Kosovo, about which Vuk Jeremic, Serbia’s young, pro-European foreign minister, said Tuesday, “Serbia will not consider ceding one millimeter of ground.” 

But Western diplomats said that Mr. Jeremic had also signaled privately that he was committed to a new constructive approach over Kosovo, and was planning to reinstate Serbia’s ambassadors he had recalled from European nations — including France, Germany, and Britain — that had recognized Pristina’s ethnic Albanian leadership. 

Whatever hurdles remain over Kosovo, the dispute did not stand in the way of the new government pursuing Mr. Karadzic’s arrest, which analysts said had showed the extent to which the recent election of a pro-Western coalition government had changed the political dynamics in Serbia. 

The European Union, the world’s biggest trading bloc, had made it clear that Serbia’s failure to hand over people charged with war crimes, including Mr. Karadzic, would hurt its membership prospects.

Serbian commentators said the arrest had been accomplished swiftly, even though the newly elected government in Serbia was made up of an unlikely union between the moderate Democrats of President Boris Tadic and the Socialist Party of Mr. Milosevic, the Serbian leader, which went to war with the West in the 1990s but is now intent on bringing Serbia back into the Western fold.

Mr. Karadzic’s arrest under the Socialists’ watch was a dramatic means for the party to distance itself from its wartime legacy and rebrand itself as a mainstream, center-left party, they said. 

“The main reason for why the arrest has come now is the change of government and a total determination of this coalition to bring Serbia into the European Union,” said Dejan Anastasijevic, a liberal Belgrade-based commentator.

Serbian officials and analysts said the arrest had also been eased by the ousting from power of Vojislav Kostunica, the Serbian nationalist prime minister, who helped lead the revolution that overthrew Mr. Milosevic in 2000, but then adopted his harsh nationalist language. 

Over the past year, Mr. Kostunica, who presided over a fractious coalition government with Mr. Tadic, had tapped into deep-seated Serbian anger over the independence of Kosovo, and had moved to block closer ties with the European Union. Mr. Kostunica and his party hampered serious efforts to capture Mr. Karadzic, Serbian officials said. 

Mr. Kostunica, a bookish constitutional lawyer, had always been instinctively skeptical of the war crimes tribunal in The Hague, seeing it as an agent for Western interests. In 2000, he opposed handing over Mr. Milosevic to the tribunal. 

Analysts said the arrest had also been encouraged by a decisive swing in Serbian public opinion in favor of joining the European Union, even if that meant swallowing the unsavory condition of seeing a Serbian citizen tried in a foreign court. 

Some Serbians said the union had acted astutely in clearing the way for the arrest by showing its willingness to embrace Serbia. 

The pivotal moment, experts say, came in late April, on the eve of parliamentary elections, when the European Union decided to offer a political and economic pact with Serbia that would open the path for its future membership in the bloc. After the agreement was signed, Serbia’s stock market jumped and several large companies strengthened their investments in the country.

The show of good faith, analysts say, helped galvanize voters. The swing illustrated that the European Union’s so-called “soft-power” — its ability to dangle the prospect of membership to encourage countries to embrace political and economic changes — had become a powerful foreign policy tool.

Sonja Licht, a leading human rights advocate, who has campaigned in favor of Serbia’s membership, said Mr. Karadzic’s arrest was part of Serbia’s attempt to revamp its image as a cosmopolitan country of tennis stars, rather than one that hoarded war criminals. 

“Serbs no longer want to be the pariahs of Europe,” she said. “We no longer want to be known as a country that harbors war criminals.”

Others said Serbs were tired of being on the losing team. Once in the cultural and political heart of the former Yugoslavia, Serbs have seen their country buffeted by war, followed by international ostracism and collapse. 

All the while, Serbia, without European Union membership, does not enjoy the open borders of some of its neighbors. With average monthly wages of about 300 euros, roughly $475, it is among Europe’s poorest countries. 

While the arrest was greeted with relative calm on the streets of Belgrade, the nation’s capital, the police clashed with about 100 men near Republic Square, chanting Mr. Karadzic’s name and setting off fireworks. Mr. Nikolic, the Radical party leader, called the arrest “a hard day for Serbia.” “Radovan Karadzic is not a war criminal,” he said. “He has become a legend.”

Whatever residual nationalism remains in Serbia, Serbian analysts said they hoped the arrest of Mr. Karadzic presaged a renewed effort to arrest Mr. Mladic, whose capture is considered essential for Serbia to join the European Union. 

“After this, he probably won’t get any more official protection,” said Natasa Kandic, director of the Humanitarian Law Center in Belgrade. “This government has changed its policy. It’s an historical event.”

Alan Cowell contributed reporting from Paris.
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