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The challenges that the international community faces in the Balkans are defined by an urgency to make the region safe for the ethnic groups living there. There are needs to rebuild the region economically and to foster respect for the rule of law. The obstacles on the path to human security are considerable. In the aftermath of what was defined as a humanitarian intervention, the precarious nature of living conditions for displaced persons is striking. The rampant spread of crime, including black market activities, lead educators to revisit the meaning of a realist policy in the region. The United States engagement in the Balkans is judged primarily by its role in the Dayton peace process and the nature of the NATO bombing campaign in Serbia. Given its role in the region, this article addresses several questions. What are the determinants of a realist policy in the Balkans? What are the ethical implications of such a policy? Is there a role for education in its implementation? 

A sense of the tragic has dominated realist thought. Its concern is largely rooted in a view of the flawed nature of human beings and the influence of cycles and patterns of history. The classical realist perspective offers analysts, educators and policymakers an opportunity to reflect on the dramatic changes that influenced the Balkans since the late 1980s. In his study, Righteous Realists, Joel Rosenthal explains, postwar “realists judged national interest in terms of power…responsible power…considered in relation to its possible political and ethical ramifications”. (Rosenthal, 1991, p. 48.) The tragedy of the Balkans illustrates that the exercise of responsible power requires statesmanship and implies consensus. Since the early 1990s a lack of domestic consensus, elite and public, about how to engage in the region has consistently impacted on the nature of American statesmanship. This is still an issue at present that is all the more pressing in the aftermath of 11 September.  The shift in attention and resources, human and financial, is evident. America’s focus is now on the need to counter the realities of terrorism and to address the violence in the Middle East. This places the Balkans lower on the list of priorities defined in terms of national security interests.

One of the United States’ officials most directly involved in the region, former United States Ambassador Richard Holbrooke, has expressed his concern that the United States needs to be realistic about what happened on 11 September in taking on the leadership role, http://www.jfklibrary.org/forum_holbrooke.html. In spring 2001 at the American Academy in Berlin, Holbrooke also argued that it is in the national interest to engage more in the Balkans, http://www.boschalumni.org/alumni/mazzucelli/e-europe.pdf. In three quite different foreign policy scenarios, the Middle East, Afghanistan and the Balkans, Holbrooke makes the case for sustained, consistent American engagement. In his words, “the United States needs to accept its global responsibilities”. In Afghanistan, the United States engagement in the 1980s aimed to counter, and eliminate, the former Soviet presence there. Once this objective was successfully accomplished, the United States made the critical decision that it was in the national interest to turn its attention elsewhere as the Cold War ended. The choice to be made involved whether or not to allocate financial resources to a new set of diplomatic priorities to rebuild a society that was chaotic and torn. In realist terms, it is necessary to consider what the exercise of responsible power in this situation would have required. The realist response is that a leader’s understanding of, and willingness to take into account, the ethical and the political would be necessary to display statesmanship. The “moral compass” for the statesman is consensus. It is, however, a consensus clarified by public criticism of its principles in order to allow a commitment to these principles to solidify. (Rosenthal, pp. 49-50.)  

The search for this consensus, described by realists as the “public philosophy”, led at the close of the Cold War to an emphasis on the “peace dividend”. Clinton ran and won the election on an essentially domestic platform, unseating a president, Bush, whose foreign policy experience was extensive. There were officials in the Clinton Administration, including Holbrooke, who advocated desperately the need to increase foreign policy funding. Arguments calling for a forward, preventive engagement in areas far from home were met with public skepticism. Realism highlights the genuine dilemma posed by this situation in terms of the national interest. How much funding would have been enough to prevent the rise of the Taliban or to prevent the tragedies incited by Milosevic? When faced with the multiple challenges that arose in Afghanistan, the Balkans (Bosnia) and Africa (Somalia, Rwanda) as the Cold War ended, was an allocation of funding enough to address each of these situations responsibly? Prudence would dictate that no single country, even the United States, has enough resources to get involved in multiple conflict situations concurrently. Realism calls for the prudent use of resources in the national interest. As a corollary to this tenet, postwar realists also acknowledged candidly, and with cause for concern, the challenges a democracy like the United States faces in the conduct of its foreign relations.

This last point is a crucial one when we reflect on the ways in which the United States tends to intervene abroad. In the case of Afghanistan in the 1980s, there was a heavy engagement, then a complete departure. The present return to full engagement, including the possibility of NATO peacekeepers in the field, reveals the dilemma of how America should address global responsibilities. Holbrooke argues that there is a fundamental flaw in America’s attitude toward foreign policy, exacerbated by the media’s refusal to cover international news stories, except in times of emergency. Is the lack of debate about the world rooted in the public’s indifference or in the media’s “abdication of responsibilities”?, http://www.jfklibrary.org/forum_holbrooke.html. The postwar realist Walter Lippmann pointed to democracy’s flaws in a pragmatic search for “ways to make democratic rule more consistent with the pursuit of the national interest”. His distrust of majority rule related to its usefulness. In the 1950s, McCarthy won great support for his views. The danger that special interests and demagoguery could too carelessly be mistaken for the national interest was blatantly evident. (Rosenthal, pp. 130-31.) Today America’s Balkans engagement reveals another facet of this dilemma.           

In order to be informed about foreign policy either to lend or withhold support for leadership decisions, the American people need access to accurate and truthful information. This requires a media that reports facts in an unbiased manner. For the postwar realists, the role of the media in this context was problematic. It is even more questionable today than in their era. The investment by major American news broadcasting networks in field reporters assigned overseas has declined considerably. Yet, the most pressing issue that postwar realists identified was not the media. It was education, broadly conceived as an instrument to forge and sustain consensus. These thinkers foresaw a time when “the constraints of time and competence” would have “major consequences” requiring leaders to undertake “new initiatives to educate the public”. Public ignorance did not foster constructive participation in policy debates. The task of education was a trying one in America during the postwar years. In the realists’ view, complacency influenced the public and the nation’s leadership. (Rosenthal, pp. 132-34.)   

We have much to learn from the postwar realists in the ethical choices we face today. The United States now contemplates a reduction of its Balkans force deployment to focus resources on global terrorism. This choice is underscored by the new kind of threat that terrorism represents. Its scope and ultimate purpose are unprecedented, calling for vigilance in lieu of complacency. Citizens and statesman alike throughout the world face a common sense of vulnerability that redefines existing priorities. As we face a novel threat, and the tragedy of renewed violence in the Middle East, the lessons that Bosnia, Kosovo/a and Macedonia teach are compelling. Interventions worthy of the term humanitarian aim to protect the peoples in peril on the ground. These actions require knowledge shared widely about more efficient planning, particularly civilian, and stronger civil-military coordination than in operations implemented over the past decade. 

The enormous challenges in post-conflict societies necessitate a division of labor between America and Europe in the Balkans. In the realist perspective, this division of labor is sustained by a long-term commitment to protect American interests there. To understand how these interests are defined, the people need to be educated about realities far from the nation’s shores. The opportunities that presently exist to realize this objective are noteworthy. The world we live in is subject concurrently to a communications revolution and a challenge to build communities. The tensions inherent in this reality lead us to reflect on the steps taken to define a new paradigm in education. Its goal is to construct learning communities supported by technological advances that resist human complacency. 

The new education recognizes, first and foremost, the aim to actualize the potential of the person in the Aristotelian sense. In this respect, and in its reliance on sociological transformation in an interdependent world, it is education rooted in a liberal view of human nature. The new education builds bridges across, beyond and inside borders. It is education to acknowledge a more diverse populace. America is a vast country that is relatively more integrated today in global transactions. Its people need a range of choices in education to discover the meaning of its global responsibilities. In the 21st century, the new education is a choice to revive the public philosophy in the United States.      

The new education depends on technology, methodology and resources, human and financial, to deliver content. The potential of technology to influence change in education at all levels within and among countries is virtually untapped. In order to bridge the gap between technological applications and pedagogical innovations already underway in the traditional classroom, active learning and constructivism are useful conceptual tools to orient our initiatives. As Rena Palloff and Keith Pratt explain in their guide, Building Learning Communities in Cyberspace, active learners are personally engaged through experimentation and exploration. Interaction and feedback from others are critical. Collaboration, shared goals and teamwork contribute to the learning process. Small group activities, case simulations and open-ended questions are several class activities to help students realize educational objectives. Each instructor’s role is one of facilitator. The social construction of knowledge and meaning through learning community interactions offers every person a potential new departure point in education This is a fundamentally different experience in the traditional classroom than the established method of lecture, passive listening and little or no student interaction. Since its center is on and within the learner, the new education also has direct applicability to the multimedia class environment. (Palloff and Pratt, 1999, p. 16.)

The NATO bombing campaign in spring 1999 underlined the need for an innovative approach to education in the traditional classroom. The ethical choice for me as a multimedia educator was striking. In order to help Americans understand the realities of conflict in Kosovo/a, the established method was insufficient. The choice for a direct, facilitated experience in active learning, supported by the use of communications technology, emerged as an educational responsibility. The vision of this approach to education foresaw the inclusion of Americans in an active learning experience, a facilitated dialogue with Kosovar Albanians and Serbs. My previous experience in Budapest using ISDN technology to create educational programs introduced Hungarians to public dialogues with American and Western European audiences. However, these initiatives were not integrated with the learning resources available on the Web. At the end of the NATO campaign, we forged a team effort to begin the transatlantic Internet seminar Kosovo/a and Southeastern Europe (TISKSE), http://www.rboston.com/bosch/tiskse01/defaultx.htm, with the financial support of the Robert Bosch Foundation in Stuttgart, Germany. Our aim was to establish a human and a virtual learning community with people in the region. At first technical obstacles prevented us from “bringing the Balkans in” to our global classroom using Web-based audio, text and video connections. Instead we relied on the experience of those Americans and Europeans who had worked in-region and on the contributions of Balkans’ natives who lived as immigrants in the United States. 

More recently, we have identified ways to develop technological links to Kosovo/a. We faced new obstacles presented by infrastructure challenges, particularly electricity shortages that disrupted our dialogue online. Three sites continue to pioneer this learning endeavor with KACI in Pristina- New York (Carnegie Council on Ethics and International Affairs), Munich (Center for Applied Policy Research, University of Munich) and Paris (Rotary Center for International Studies in Peace and Conflict Resolution, Sciences Po). These three sites are all linked through PC teleconferencing (CUseeMe), listserv (TISKSE@yahoogroups.com) and threaded discussion (Nice Net) tools. The Paris and Munich sites include students who take the multimedia seminar for credit. A diverse audience of Americans takes part in select TISKSE sessions at the Carnegie Council as part of its public education programs.

Our ultimate goal is to include Kosovar Albanians and Serbs in our learning experience using a threaded discussion forum. The use of this tool has one distinct advantage. It does not rely so much on the availability of electricity when multiple sites engage in teleconferences. It also facilitates community building that could be more helpful in the Kosovo/a case. By including a number of Americans and other Europeans in this endeavor, we aim to illustrate how connectedness and coalescence can take place. Our objective is to use the technological medium to learn together, to work through conflict in dialogue and to take part in education in a new way.  We consistently face the challenge to look at definitions of community. In other words, how do we develop community? We have started to grapple with issues of shared responsibility, the creation of rules, acceptance of roles and the emergence of norms to address this question. (Palloff and Pratt, p. 35.) 

Realism has valuable insights to offer the new education that strengthen its liberal orientation and cosmopolitan emphasis on human security, http://www.humansecurity-chs.org/. In a World Politics review article “Neorealism and Neoliberalism”, Joseph Nye suggested that we should transcend the classical dialectic between these two conceptions of world politics. (Nye, 1988, p. 251.) In the Balkans, the realities of life for the peoples there suggest that problems are not always capable of solution. The lure of economic incentives and networks of interdependence are, at times, simply not enough to counter the drive for power. Realism underscores the difficulties inherent in community building among peoples whose mentality is aggressive. In Kosovo/a, the motive and opportunity to “go for the gun” are real. A prudent foreign policy that balances ideals and self-interests cannot simply ignore this fact. Is there a responsible alternative?

The interventions in the Balkans have taught us that the humanitarian element is distinguishable from military operations. Once post-conflict rebuilding begins this dimension requires a sustained momentum for the peoples most in need of assistance. The traditional classroom offers Americans limited opportunities to engage in learning that constructs an alternative reality to the gun. The needs to humanize, to establish norms of civility together with peoples who experience conflict, to resist complacency, are very real.  In this context, the general public is less aware of the world and its troubles, http://www.carnegiecouncil.org/about/transcript_nye.html. Realists acknowledge that the definition of the national interest is a complicated task requiring broad consensus. If America is increasingly forced to intervene on humanitarian grounds far beyond its shores, how can it sustain a military engagement in situations the majority of its citizens do not fully understand? 

The United States “can’t go it alone”. How we revive the public philosophy is an ethical choice and an educational responsibility. The time is ripe for a new education in the national interest.
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