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all remaining inhibitions. As Fink writes, 
at that point it became possible to change 
the situation from ‘us-against-them’ into 
‘us-without-them’. He argues that mass 
violence could indeed have been envis-
aged, that Slobodan Milošević himself 
had already had a premonition of it in 1993 
when Mladić almost overran the enclave 
for the fi rst time (205). Even if the massacre 
was started spontaneously on impulse (the 
sudden massacre in Kravica’s agricultural 
warehouse on 13 July being the main exam-
ple), Bosnian Serb military leaders quickly 
realised that it was easy to kill thousands 
of men in a matt er of hours, with a hand-
ful of soldiers and helpers doing the dirty 
work of murder. The victims could quickly 
be thrown into mass graves, which all im-
parted momentum to the genocidal inten-
tion to ‘fi nish the job’ and continue with 
mass executions at other sites. Aware that 
their acts represented a blatant violation 
of the laws and customs of war, the Bos-
nian Serbs re-buried their Muslim victims 
in secondary graves, in a follow-up opera-
tion carried out in great secrecy and in the 
dead of night. 

Readers might take issue with Fink’s 
misgivings about use of the word ‘geno-
cide’, that is, Völkermord (in German): 
a term which he suggests has undergone 
considerable infl ation (34). Nevertheless 
it does fi gure in the title of the book, an 
incongruity perhaps due to the author’s or 
his publisher’s acceptance of the term sim-
ply to avoid controversy (always easy to 
cause in the case of Srebrenica) or to avoid 
contradicting the ICTY verdict and its high 
threshold of judicial proof. The absence of 
an index is a sizeable drawback of the book, 
especially given its length, which would 
have made it easier to navigate the wealth 
of detailed information. But those are mi-
nor fl aws, and in spite of them this book is 
a signifi cant achievement and a must-read 

for anyone interested in what happened in 
Srebrenica in July 1995.

Ger Duijzings (Regensburg)
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After a manhunt lasting more than 
a decade, Radovan Karadžić was captured 
in July 2008, on a bus in Vračar, a suburb 
of Belgrade. One of the world’s most 
wanted war criminals, wanted for inciting 
the Bosnian Serbs to commit genocide, by 
then Karadžić had re-invented himself as 
a medicine man complete with long grey 
hair and large unkempt beard—but an 
oddly forbidding-looking one. Going by 
the alias of ‘Dragan Dabić’, practitioner of 
alternative medicine, he had managed to 
remain under the radar for more than thir-
teen years, but soon after his arrest in 2008 
he was handed over to the ICTY, where he 
fi rst appeared on 31 July 2008 before Judge 
Alphons Orie. Robert Donia was called an 
expert witness for the prosecution, provid-
ing the historical background and context 
of the wartime events in Bosnia. Donia had 
often given evidence against former Yugo-
slav leaders, but the case against Karadžić 
was diff erent, as Robert Donia describes in 
this comprehensive biography.

Donia appeared as historical expert wit-
ness in fi fteen war crimes trials at the In-
ternational Court Tribunal for the Former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague, including 
those of former Yugoslav president Slo-
bodan Milošević and, precisely, Bosnian 
Serb leader Radovan Karadžić. In his bi-
ography of Karadžić, Donia describes the 
fl amboyant former psychiatrist as a bully 
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with a brilliant mind, a sharp tongue and 
impressive powers of persuasion. He seeks 
to understand how Karadžić was able to 
make the leap from politically indiff erent 
professional man to nationalist of passion-
ate conviction. To understand so remark-
able a transformation Donia presents the 
results of research that has continued for 
almost two decades. He has used an im-
pressive quantity of source material made 
available by prosecutors in The Hague, 
such as audio tapes and transcripts of tele-
phone conversations between the wartime 
leaders. Not only that, but Donia was pre-
sent in the courtroom with Karadžić for 
almost two weeks. 

Donia’s account starts out in rural 
Montenegro, where Karadžić was born in 
1945. After leaving middle school at six-
teen, Karadžić moved to Sarajevo to att end 
medical college. Young Radovan held his 
family as dear as his native Montenegro, so 
during the holidays he often went to Nikšić 
to visit his family. Although his life and 
studies as a student at Sarajevo’s Medical 
Faculty did not directly prepare him for 
a political career, nevertheless during the 
student uprisings in 1968 Karadžić was the 
only student from the Medical Faculty to 
take a leading role in the one-day protest at 
the University of Sarajevo. That protest was 
one of a wave of similar protests in Yugo-
slavia’s universities and part of the world-
wide ‘1968’ movement and was directed 
against Yugoslav state bureaucracy and the 
Vietnam War. According to Donia, the stu-
dent protests were Karadžić’s fi rst contact 
with intellectuals in the humanities, and he 
embraced their critique of Yugoslav social-
ism. While that critique started out with 
grievances against the bureaucracy, it later 
separated intellectuals along ethnic lines. 

It was in 1968 around the time of the 
student protests that Karadžić fi rst began 
to write poetry, and the Serb writer and 

a dissident Gojko Djogo became one of his 
closest friends. One of the editors of the 
literary programme at the Youth Centre in 
Belgrade, Djogo introduced Karadžić to 
Belgrade’s young intellectual community 
and gradually their grievances against bu-
reaucratic authority turned into a Serb na-
tionalist critique of socialist governance in 
Yugoslavia, and in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 
particular. One of the leaders of the change 
of thinking was the writer Dobrica Čosić, 
who authored the infamous memorandum 
of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and 
Arts in 1986. 

The economic and political situation in 
the 1980s fostered the rise of nationalist 
agitation. Donia describes how Karadžić 
was intrigued by the opportunities but did 
not know how to exploit them. He and the 
Sarajevo-based group around him met 
in early 1990 to discuss forming a politi-
cal party, and in July of the same year the 
Serb Democratic Party of Bosnia (Srpska 
Demokratska Stranka, SDS) was founded and 
Karadžić elected its leader. By the end of 
1990, Karadžić succeeded in rallying many 
Bosnian Serbs behind the new party, and 
he fi rst spoke of the ‘disappearance’ of the 
Bosnian Muslims in 1991, and then when 
war broke out in April 1992 an orgy of vio-
lence was let loose. Karadžić was sidelined 
by Slobodan Milošević during the nego-
tiations in Dayton in 1995, and Donia de-
scribes in detail how Karadžić descended 
into a welter of his own megalomania. 

The bizarre tale of Karadžić’s life ends in 
court in The Hague, where after more than 
a decade on the run he chose to represent 
himself at his ICTY trial. Visibly enjoying 
himself in his role as his own advocate, 
over the hundreds of hours he was given 
to try to justify his deeds as leader of the 
Bosnian Serbs Karadžić presented a self-
serving narrative of what he claimed was 
a need to help the long-suff ering Serbian 
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people. Donia describes Karadžić’s ap-
pearance in court as bold and arrogant, just 
as it had been when he entered politics. 
Karadžić cross-examined Donia in June 
2010, and Donia concluded that Karadžić 
saw himself as a saviour, and was utt erly 
sincere in identifying his personal fate with 
that of the Bosnian Serbs.

As Donia’s biography was published, 
the trial was still going on, but on 24 March 
2016 Karadžić was convicted and sentenced 
to forty years in prison, quite a contrast to 
the fate a few days later of Vojislav Šešelj, 
leader of the Serbian Radical Party, who 
was acquitt ed. For the 70-year-old Karadžić 
his sentence means he can expect to end his 
life in prison—but Karadžić would not be 
Karadžić if he were not to appeal against 
the court’s verdict.

Donia’s biography gives highly de-
tailed insights into his subject’s att itude. 

He shows how Karadžić managed to as-
sume power by means of his intellect and 
his charisma, and how that in turn became 
veritable megalomania. However, Donia 
maintains that it would be too easy to 
catego rise Karadžić as simply a madman, 
the evil mastermind of genocide. He shows 
how Karadžić considered various political 
circumstances tactically and strategically, 
how he met his counterparts both national 
and international, and how he argued with 
his opponents. Karadžić came to power, 
and then managed to create the condi-
tions in which genocide became an option. 
Donia shows in this thoroughly readable 
page-turner of a biography that Karadžić, 
although not there in person when it oc-
curred, was nevertheless the true architect 
of the Bosnian genocide at Srebrenica.

Janneke Francissen (The Hague)

 

 


