
Letter from a traveler to the president  
of the Republic[1]

Returning from Macedonia, Serbia, and Kosovo,  
I feel compelled to share an impression with you:  
I fear, Mr. President, that we are on the wrong path. 
You are a man of action. You have little regard for 
intellectuals who fill our columns with grandilo-
quent and peremptory approximations. That suits 
me fine: neither do I. I will therefore stick to the 
facts. Each of us has our own facts, you might say. 
The ones I observed during my short stay - a week 
in Serbia (Belgrade, Novi Sad, Niš, Vranje) from 
May 2 to May 9, including four days in Kosovo, 
from Priština to Peja, from Prizren to Podujevo - do 
not seem to correspond to the words you are using, 
from afar and in good faith. [1]

Do not consider me biased. I spent the previous 
week in Macedonia, witnessed the arrival of refu-
gees, and listened to their testimonies. I was deeply 
moved, like so many others. I was determined to see 
“the other side” and understand how such atrocities 
could be possible. Distrusting the tourist-like trips 
or journalistic bus tours, I requested from Serbian 

[1]  The text is reproduced in its entirety from the academic journal Etudes de lettres / Studies in Literature, Faculty of 
Philology, University of Lausanne (2000). The text was first published in Le Monde on 13 May, 1999.
Illustrations with the text: Editorial Board of Progress.
English translator: Svetlana Guconić

authorities my own interpreter, my own vehicle, and 
the freedom to visit and speak to anyone I wished. 
They honored this request.

Is the interpreter important? Yes. I observed, 
to my great dismay - but how could it be other-
wise? - that in Macedonia and Albania, one often 
relies on local interpreters who, as sympathizers 
or militants of the UCK (Kosovo Liberation Army) 
in most cases, impose their own perspective and 
network on foreign visitors. Reports of atrocities are 
too numerous to doubt their core truth. However, 
some testimonies I gathered, later verified on-site, 
turned out to be exaggerated or even inaccurate. 
This does not, of course, diminish the abomination 
of the exodus.

You keep telling us: “We are not waging war 
against the Serbian people but against a dictator, 
Milošević, who, refusing all negotiations, coldly 
planned the genocide of the Kosovars. We are mere-
ly destroying his repressive apparatus, a destruc-
tion already well advanced. And if we continue to 
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strike, despite regrettable targeting errors and un-
intentional collateral damage, it is because Serbian 
forces persist in their ethnic cleansing operations 
in Kosovo.”

I am afraid, Mr. President, that each of these 
words is a deception.

1. “Not waging war against the people...” Do 
you not know that in the heart of old Belgrade, 
the children’s theater Duško Radović is adjacent 
to the television building, and the missile that de-
stroyed the latter also struck the former? Three 
hundred schools, across the country, have been 
hit by bombs. Schoolchildren, left to their own 
devices, no longer attend classes. In the country-
side, some children are picking up yellow explosive 
tubes shaped like toys (CBU 87 cluster bombs). The 
Soviets used similar bombs in Afghanistan. Factory 

destruction has left 100,000 workers unemployed 
– the workers who earn 230 dinars, or 91 francs, per 
month. Approximately half the population is un-
employed. If you think this will turn them against 
the regime, you are mistaken. Despite fatigue and 
shortages, I observed no cracks in the national 
unity. A young girl in Priština told me: “When four 
Chinese citizens from a great power are killed, the 
world is outraged. But when 400 Serbs die, no one 
cares. Strange, isn’t it?”

I did not witness the carnage caused by NATO 
bombers on buses, columns of refugees, trains, 
the hospital in Niš, or elsewhere. Nor the raids on 
Serbian refugee camps (Majino naselje, April 21, 
four dead, twenty injured). I speak of the roughly 
400,000 Serbs deported from Krajina by the Cro-
atians, without microphones or cameras.

Photo No. 1: View of the place hit by the missile in Dušana Trivunca Street in Aleksinac
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To stick to the locations and times of my stay in 
Kosovo, NATO spokesman General Wertz stated: 
“We have not attacked any convoy, and we have 
never targeted civilians.” A lie. In the hamlet of 
Lipjan, on Thursday, May 6, I saw a private house 
obliterated by a missile: three little girls and two old 
people slaughtered, with no military target within 
three kilometers. The next day, in Prizren, in the 
Roma neighborhood, I saw two other civilian shacks 
reduced to ashes two hours earlier, with several 
victims buried underneath.

2. “The dictator Milošević...” My interlocutors 
from the opposition, the only ones I spoke with, re-
minded me of harsh realities. An autocrat, fraudster, 
manipulator, and populist though he may be, Mr. 
Milošević has nonetheless been elected three times: 
dictators are elected once, not twice. He adheres to 
the Yugoslav Constitution. There is no single-party 
rule. His party is a minority in Parliament. There 
are no political prisoners, and coalitions shift. He 
is almost absent from the daily landscape. You can 
criticize him openly at café terraces - and people 
do - but most don’t really care. He exerts no “to-
talitarian” charisma over minds. The West seems a 
hundred times more obsessed with Mr. Milošević 
than his fellow citizens are.

To invoke Munich in reference to him is to 
invert the relationship between the weak and the 
strong, presuming that a poor, isolated country 
with ten million people, which covets nothing be-
yond the borders of former Yugoslavia, could be 
compared to Hitler’s powerful and over-equipped 
Germany. If you cover your eyes too tightly, you 
become blind.

3. “The genocide of the Kosovars...” A terrible 
chapter. Among Western witnesses, accessible and 

present on the ground, I met only two. One of them, 
Aleksander Mitić, of Serbian origin, is a correspond-
ent for AFP in Priština. The other one, Paul Watson, 
an Anglophone Canadian, is the Central Europe cor-
respondent for the Los Angeles Times. He has covered 
Afghanistan, Somalia, Cambodia, the Gulf War, and 
Rwanda: he’s no novice. Rather anti-Serbian, he had 
been following the civil war in Kosovo for two years 
and knew every village and road. A hero, and thus 
a modest man. When all foreign journalists were 
expelled from Priština on the first day of the bomb-
ings, he went underground to stay, anonymously, 
continuing to move around and observe.

His testimony is measured and, when cross-
checked with others, convincing. Under the bar-
rage of bombs, the worst atrocities were commit-
ted during the first three days (March 24, 25, and 
26), including arson, looting, and murder. Several 
thousand Albanians were then ordered to leave. 
He assured me that, since then, he had not found 
evidence of a crime against humanity. Certainly, 
these two scrupulous observers could not have 
seen everything, and I even less. I can only attest 
to Albanian peasants returning to Podujevo, Ser-
bian soldiers standing guard in front of Albanian 
bakeries - ten of them reopened in Priština - and 
the wounded from the bombings, both Albanian 
and Serbian, lying side by side in the hospital in 
Priština (2,000 beds).

So, what happened? According to them, it was 
the sudden superimposition of an international 
aerial war onto a local civil war - one of extreme 
cruelty. Let me remind you that 1,700 Albanian 
fighters, 180 Serbian police officers, and 120 Serbian 
soldiers were killed in 1998. The UCK (Kosovo Lib-
eration Army) kidnapped 380 people, releasing 103 
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Illustration no. 1a and 1b: Le Monde, 13 May, 1999.
Photo: Le Monde
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of them; the rest either died or disappeared, some-
times after torture - including two journalists and 
14 workers. The UCK claimed to have 6,000 oper-
atives in Priština, and its snipers, I was told, sprang 
into action at the first bombs. The Serbs, believing 
they could not fight on two fronts, reportedly de-
cided to forcibly evacuate NATO’s “fifth column”, 
its “ground force” - i.e., the UCK, particularly in the 
villages where it blended with and hid among the 
civilian population. 

These localized, but 
undeniable, evacuations, 
there referred to as “Is-
raeli-style” - a method 
that you, as a veteran of 
Algeria, surely recall (one 
million Algerian civilians 
were displaced and con-
fined by us in barbed-
wire camps to “drain the 
water from the fish”) - 
have left visible traces here and there: burned 
houses, deserted villages. These military confron-
tations led to civilian displacements - mostly, I was 
told, families of fighters - before the bombings. 
According to the AFP correspondent, they were 
relatively limited in number. “People found refuge 
in other nearby homes”, he observed. “No one was 
starving, being killed on the roads, or fleeing to 
Albania or Macedonia. It was NATO’s attack that 
truly triggered, like a snowball, the humanitarian 
catastrophe. In fact, there had been no need for 
refugee camps on the borders until then”. The first 
days, as all agree, saw an outbreak of reprisals by 
so-called “uncontrolled” elements, likely with the 
complicity of local police.

Mr. Vuk Drašković, the Deputy Prime Min-
ister who has since distanced himself from the 
government, and others told me that, in the mean-
time, they had arrested and charged 300 people 
in Kosovo for atrocities. A cover-up? An alibi? 
A guilty conscience? It cannot be ruled out. Af-
terwards, the exodus continued but on a smaller 
scale. At the orders of the UCK, eager to reclaim 
its people; out of fear of being seen as “collab-

orators”; due to fear of 
bombings - which, from 
the height of 6,000 me-
ters, do not distinguish 
between Serbs, Albani-
ans, or others; to reunite 
with relatives who had 
already left; because live-
stock had died; because 
America was going to 
win; or simply to seize the 
opportunity to emigrate 

to Switzerland, Germany, or elsewhere... These 
are the reasons I heard on the ground. I report 
them without endorsing them.

Did I listen too much to “the other side”? 
The opposite would be racism. To define a people 
-whether Jewish, German, or Serbian - as collec-
tively criminal is unworthy of a democrat. After 
all, during the occupation, there were Albanian, 
Muslim, and Croatian SS divisions - but never a 
Serbian one. Could this philosemitic, resistant 
people - comprising more than ten nationalities 
coexisting within Serbia itself - have become Nazi 
fifty years too late? Many Kosovar refugees told 
me they had escaped repression thanks to Serbian 
neighbors and friends.

To invoke Munich in reference to him is 
to invert the relationship between the 
weak and the strong, presuming that a 
poor, isolated country with ten million 
people, which covets nothing beyond 

the borders of former Yugoslavia, could 
be compared to Hitler’s powerful and 
over-equipped Germany. If you cover 

your eyes too tightly, you become blind.



| 145

Régis Debray
Letter from a traveler to the president of the Republic

4. “The well-underway destruction of Serbian 
forces...” Sorry, but they seem to be doing just fine. 
A young sergeant serving in Kosovo, whom I picked 
up hitchhiking on the Niš-Belgrade, asked me what 
strategic reason NATO had for targeting civilians. 
“When we go to town, where there’s no electricity 
anymore, we’re forced to drink warm Coca-Cola. 
It’s annoying, but we manage.” I assume the military 
units have their own generators.

In Kosovo, you’ve destroyed bridges that are 
easily bypassed by fording rivers - or even still 
crossed directly, between the gaps. You’ve damaged 
an insignificant airport, destroyed empty barracks, 
set fire to out-of-service military trucks, wooden 
models of helicopters, and mock artillery pieces 

placed in open fields. Great for video footage and 
indoor briefings, but then what? Remember that 
Yugoslavia’s defense, shaped by Tito and his parti-
sans, has nothing in common with a regular army: 
it’s dispersed and omnipresent, with underground 
command posts, long prepared for conventional 
threats - once Soviet. They even move cannons 
with oxen to avoid heat detection.

In Kosovo, there are - this isn’t a secret 
- 150,000 armed men, ranging from twenty to 
seventy years old (there is no age limit for re-
servists), of whom only 40,000 to 50,000 belong 
to the Third Army under General Pavković. The 
relay-based walkie-talkie networks seem to be in 
good shape, and it’s the Yugoslavs themselves who 

Photo No. 2: Petrovaradin Bridge, Novi Sad
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are jamming communication channels—the UCK 
(Kosovo Liberation Army) was using cell phones 
to relay information to U.S. bombers.

As for the anticipated demoralization, don’t 
believe it. In Kosovo, they’re waiting for our troops, 
I fear, with determination, even impatience. As a 
reservist in Priština, heading to buy bread with 
his AK slung over his shoulder, told me: “We’re 
looking forward to the ground intervention. In a 
real war, at least there are deaths on both sides”. 
NATO planners’ war game is playing out 5,000 
meters above reality. I implore you: don’t send 

our sensitive and intelligent Saint-Cyriens to a 
terrain they know nothing about. Their cause may 
be just, but it will never be a defensive war for 
them, let alone a sacred one, as it will be - rightly 
or wrongly - for the Serbian volunteers of Kosovo 
and Metohija.

5. “They continue the ethnic cleansing...” The 
license plates accumulated at the border post fac-
ing Albania and the identity documents of those 
leaving left me outraged. The reply I received was 
that this was out of fear that “terrorists” might 
infiltrate again by stealing them to disguise cars 

Photo No. 3: The destroyed train carriage, photographed on its way to Leskovac during the rocket attack  
on a train on the bridge in the Grdelica Gorge
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and papers. Much may have escaped my modest 
observations, but the German Defense Minister 
lied on May 6 when he declared that “between 
600,000 and 900,000 displaced persons have been 
located inside Kosovo.” In a territory of 10,000 
square kilometers, this would not go unnoticed 
by an observer traveling from east to west and 
from north to south on the same day. In Priština, 
where tens of thousands of Kosovars still live, one 
can have lunch in Albanian pizzerias, alongside 
Albanians.

Could our ministers not interview calm-head-
ed witnesses on-site – Greek medical doctors from 
Doctors Without Borders, clerics, or priests? I think 
of Father Stéphane, the Prior of Prizren, particularly 
measured in his views. Namely, the civil war is not 
a religious war: the countless mosques are intact - 
except for two, as I’ve been told.

You can buy the foreign policy of a country 
- as the USA does with those in the region - but 
not its dreams or its memory. If you could see the 
hateful glares Macedonian customs officers and 
policemen cast at the border posts on the tank 
convoys traveling from Thessaloniki to Skopje at 
night, along with their arrogant escorts oblivious 
to their surroundings, you would easily understand 
that it will be far easier to enter this “theater” than 
to leave it. Will you, like the Italian president, have 
the courage or the intelligence to renounce unreal 
postulates and seek, together with Ibrahim Rugova, 
as he himself puts it, “a political solution based on 
realistic grounds”?

If so, a number of realities will demand your 
attention. The first: there is no salvation outside 
of a modus vivendi between Albanians and Serbs, 
as requested by Mr. Rugova, because Kosovo is 

home not to one but two - and indeed several - 
communities. Without delving into the numerical 
debate caused by the lack of reliable censuses, I 
understand that there were more than a million 
Albanians, 250,000 Serbs, and 250,000 others 
belonging to various communities - Islamized 
Serbs, Turks, Gorans (mountain dwellers), Roman-
is, “Egyptians” or Albanophone Roma - who fear 
domination by Greater Albania and have aligned 
with the Serbs. The second: preventing the revival 
of a ferocious internal war, an episode in a secular 
back-and-forth, Act I without which today’s Act 
II is incomprehensible, but which itself followed 
a prior oppression.

Policies in the present are always conducted by 
analogy with the past. But one must find the least 
bad analogy possible. You chose the Hitlerian anal-
ogy, with the Kosovars as persecuted Jews. Allow 
me to suggest another one: Algeria. Mr. Milošević is 
certainly no de Gaulle. But the civilian government 
faces an army that is tired of losing and dreams of 
a showdown. And this regular army coexists with 
local paramilitaries which might one day resemble 
an OAS[2].

And what if the problem isn’t in Belgrade but 
in the streets, cafés, and shops of Kosovo? These 
men, it’s a fact, are not reassuring. They took me 
severely to task once or twice. And I must truthfully 
say that it was Serbian officers who, arriving to the 
rescue, saved me each time.

You remember de Gaulle’s definition of NATO: 
“An organization imposed on the Atlantic Alliance, 
which is nothing but the military and political sub-
ordination of Western Europe to the United States 
of America.” You will explain to us one day the rea-
sons that led you to revise this assessment. In the 
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meantime, I must confess a certain shame when, 
asking a Serbian democratic opponent in Belgrade 
why his current president eagerly welcomed such 

and such an American figure but not a French one, 
he replied: “In any case, it’s better to talk to the 
master than to the servants.”
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