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Foreword: The Politics of Cultural Diversity in Former Yugoslavia

The collapse of Soviet and East European communism has upset all the political and ideological conventions in the countries concerned. One noticeable consequence has been the revival of nationalism—that much misunderstood mutant ideology whose many faces have tested a legion of analysts. The nationalisms of Eastern Europe, in particular, have long been a stumbling block for U.S. observers. The example of a stable civil society like the United States, where an assimilationist political culture mitigated the effects of ancestry, really cannot inform the “ethnic” relations of East European multinational states. The latter—and Yugoslavia was a prime example—are really conglomerates of historical nations, each with its own internal subnational—or, if you prefer, ethnic—problems. Yugoslavia has not survived the pressures of its component parts and no longer exists as a state. For insight into why this has happened, it might be wise to look at the political implications of cultural diversity in what used to be Yugoslavia and its successor states. It is to Sabrina Ramet’s great credit that she understood the cultural context of South Slavic nationality relations at a time when most of her colleagues promoted entirely unrealistic readings of the subject.

The cultural diversity among the nationalities of Yugoslavia has frequently been so acute that there is a tendency to underestimate the elements of diversity within each single nationality. Take the Serbs, for example. Vuk Karadžić (1787–1864), the foremost Serb cultural reformer, was probably not the first Serb scholar to recognize the vast cultural—not just linguistic—differences between the Serbs of the Habsburg Monarchy and those of the Ottoman Empire. Jovan Cvijić (1865–1927), a noted Serbian geographer, developed a whole system for the classification of Serb “cultural belts,” having personally identified three Serb “psychological types” (really, cultural types). And, indeed, there are vast differences between the disciplined “imperial sons” from the former Habsburg Military Frontier, the exponents of urban Byzantine Orthodoxy from southern Serbia, the patriarchal and natural Orthodox highlanders of Herzegovina and Montenegro, the latitudinarian clergy and burghers from the Vojvodina, and their no less latitudinarian kinsmen from the harbors of the Montenegrin littoral, not to forget the Serbs who live in areas of predominantly Muslim influence. One could go on like this and demonstrate to what extent the perennial calls for Serb  unity (including cultural unity) address the real fears of cultural fragmentation in reputedly one of the most homogeneous of South Slavic nationalities. Slobodan Milosevic, currently the paramount Serbian leader, is therefore as keen as any of his non-Communist predecessors to foster the homogenization of Serbs throughout the Western Balkans, that is, beyond Serbia itself.

The extreme cultural diversity of South Slavs stems from the fact that they are situated at the cultural crossroads of the Old World. The continental crusts of Rome and Byzantium have been colliding here for a millennium. The subcontinent of Islam dashed at the emerging landmass half a millennium ago. There is a Central European belt (Slovenia, northern Croatia, the Vojvodina) and a Mediterranean belt (the littorals of Slovenia, Croatia, and Montenegro). There is a Muslim belt and an Eastern Orthodox belt. And they used to come together. In Mostar, Herzegovina, before the warlords destroyed it, one was able not too long ago to sip Viennese coffee and read newspapers mounted on wooden frames, listening all along to a muezzin’s call in the shadow of a Franciscan church (where the chant was Latinate), and then wander into a fig grove that surrounds a Byzantine-style church (where the chant was Slavonic). None of this was imported for the tourists. It raised no native eyebrows. And it did not prompt intolerance.

Because South Slavic cultural diversity is really religiously based, there have been numerous attempts to link the country’s divisions to religious intolerance. In fact, South Slavic interconfessional relations never occassioned religious wars on the scale of those fought in Western Europe after the Reformation or along the banks of the Tigris for the length of the Islamic era. The tragic events of World War II and of the current conflict, when some of the massacres committed by the contending sides became religiously based, occurred in the context of occupation, not of religiously or even civil war (a much misused term). The hold of religious culture is strong, but not stronger than the practicality of the usually practical South Slavs. An epic Croat folk song tells of how the war party of the Uskoks of Senj, a sixteenth-century martial community that lived on piracy and plunder, was faced with an unexpected spell of cold weather. Instead of permitting his men to freeze, the Uskok leader offered the following solution:

I do not know of a stone cave [where they presumable could hide]; 
But I know of Saint George’s church. 
We shall break the door of the holy church, 
We shall burn fire in it, 
So that God will send us his luck, 
So that we shall warm our flesh, 
And safely return to Senj.



We shall then build a better church, 
And secure it with a new door, 
Made of silver and the purest gold.






I mention the question of cultural diversity and its misapplications because diversity, as such, is not the fuel of current national hostilities. I personally have been a strong exponent of the idea that nationality question in Yugoslavia and other East European countries does no derive from religious differences, cultural diversity, or even from the problems of unequal economic development. Rather, I have argued that the nationality question was shaped by the dissimilar structure and goals of various national ideologies that have emerged within the political culture of each of Eastern Europe’s national groups. Quite obviously, these national ideologies are historically determined, which is to say that each one of them also contains elements of historically determined cultural diversity. From that point of view, it might be useful to trace the postwar Communist experience in order to discover how Communist ideology operated within the context of Yugoslav cultural diversity, thereby reshaping the national ideologies of Yugoslavia’s principal national groups.

The Yugoslav Communists promoted the interest of their respective national groups a great deal more than is usually imagined, and not just since the death of Tito in 1980. The Communists have debated the Yugoslav nationality question from the beginning of their party in 1919 and “solved” it in turns as revolutionary centrists and unitarists, separatists, federalists, and, increasingly in the 1980s, as confederalists. They emerged from World War II with the program of “new Yugoslav socialist culture,” which was intended to eliminate the nationality question by eradicating its historical sources. This proved impossible from the beginning. The permitted, mainly traditional, cultural cults could not easily be harmonized and frequently expressed fundamentally irreconcilable cultural and national aspirations. Worse yet, the Communist cults of “new Yugoslav socialist culture” were no more harmonious.

Two of the foremost literary figures of socialist Yugoslavia, Nobel laureate Ivo Andrić and Miroslav Krleža, were the living embodiment of Communist cultural diversity. They were not just stylistic antipodes; their communism itself covered the diapason of Yugoslav Marxist patterns. Like most intellectuals, Krleža came to Leninism from the shipwreck and carnage of Central European civilization, which collapsed on the fields of Galicia in World War I. His principal literary motif was his profound skepticism about the historical mission of the Central European bourgeoisie. The fog that enveloped Croatia (and Eastern Europe) could only be lifted “when whole flotillas of nations and classes start sailing” toward the Leninist beacon. But that beacon, too, was fundamentally chimerical. Krleža’s Lenin-types, for example his Christopher Columbus, are crucified by the mindless masses. Nevertheless, Krleža’s pessimistic revolutionism brought the intelligentsia to the Communist Party. In terms of nationality programs, it was an expression of a steadfast federalist project, built on the premise, which Krleža shared with many of his non-Communist fellow Croats, that Yugoslavia’s cultural diversity (the Rome-Byzantine cleavage) could not easily be filled. In Adric we have a veteran of the nationalist and mythopoeic Bosnian Youth—the movement that cast forth the Sarajevo assassins—a Yugoslav integralist of profoundly authoritarian bent, a prewar diplomat,  and an associate of right-wing cultural journals, who missed the Chetnik train by a very small margin. His postwar membership in the Communist Party was typical of the premium paid to the unitarist intelligentsia by the cultural architects of the new state.

The building of the “new Yugoslav socialist culture” also ended as a failure among the generation of literary partisans—the veterans of Tito’s wartime insurgency. Members of the partisan generation failed to integrate Yugoslavia culturally. Moreover, prominent partisan writers became the ideologist of Yugoslavia’s new national divisions and contributed to the collapse of Yugoslav cultural unitarism that can be dated from the mid-1960s. The changing nature of official Yugoslav ideology and statecraft, the growing delegitimation of the Communist movement (with the accompanying need to seek national underpinnings of legitimacy), and real national grievances (but also the attempts to explain and cure them) are among the other factors that contributed to the failure of cultural unitarism.

Tito’s answer to this failure was a more consistent federalism that substituted democracy with formal axiomatic constructions (the rotation system of leadership, parity in leaderships, constitutional reforms, the federation of Serbia’s two autonomous provinces, and an indirect system of elections). These constructions and changes necessarily prompted resistance, which exploded after Tito’s death and reached its culmination in the current war between Serbia and the two other successor states of Yugoslavia—Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. It is important to note here that the content of Communist thinking in all of Yugoslavia’s six territorial parties came to resemble, indeed duplicate, the national ideologies that have evolved and prevailed in the given party-state before the war. In other words, when he still espoused Communist doctrine, Serbia’s leading figure, Slobodan Milošević, had more in common with the prewar Radical Party, the party of Serbian supremacy, than with Slovene or Croat Communists. Yugoslav communism, national since 1948, had become further nationalized along internal national pre-August 1991 discourse between Lithuanian and Russian Communists resembled the old contention between the Lithuanian national movement and the imperial Russian state.

The South Slavs have never been more divided than today. Never before in their histories have they shared such deep resentment for one another. As bitter as this assessment certainly is, it is also entirely true. The Yugoslav project is finished, root and branches. At this late date, after Serbia unleashed a war of conquest against its western neighbors, after the destruction of Bosnia, after ethnic cleansing and strategic rape, there is little prospect of peace, let alone reconciliation. In the future, after a semblance of stability returns, after the project of national homogenization is recognized as criminal utopism, the successor states of Yugoslavia will be judged by their fidelity to human rights, especially the protection of minorities. This equality and territoriality of each of ex-Yugoslavia’s nationalities must be protected, as must the legitimacy of the links between the minority nationalities and their matrix-states. For example, the Serbs should be able to enjoy their independent statehood without  obstructing the national institutions and the democratic rights of Serbia’s minorities. The protection of minorities, especially their cultural unity, could in time be extended to the whole of Eastern Europe, thereby lessening the importance of some of the region’s more irrational borders, and perhaps even contributing to their change. Moreover, the full legitimation of the national cultures would necessarily legitimate diversity, which must prevail if peace is to return to the South Slavs.

 



Ivo Banac






Preface

This new edition of Balkan Babel, like the previous editions, takes its point of departure from the premise that the troubles which have plagued the Yugoslav area recently (most obviously during the years 1991–2000) arose, in the first place, because of illegitimate government or, to put it more exactly, an array of policies and other factors associated with system illegitimacy, with economic deterioration, the escalating polemics of the 1980s (especially after 1986), and the ambitions of certain unscrupulous politicians—all playing crucial roles in the dynamic. To be sure, the resentments stirred up by illegitimate governments in the interwar kingdom (1918–1941) and the wounds inflicted by all parties to the local conflict during World War II played a role in the dynamic, both by poisoning the political atmosphere and by providing a reservoir of memories which could be mobilized by demagogues in the 1980s and 1990s, but these problems were ultimately associated with illegitimate politics as well. A corollary of the Kantian approach (spelled out, inter alia, in Chapter 12) is that good government (that is to say, legitimate government) has the capacity to raise the moral standards of a society, whereas bad government (and here I mean illegitimate government) has a tendency to corrupt the largest portion of society (which is why the integrity of brave dissidents in authoritarian systems is so striking). This does not exculpate a society for the sins committed in its name by the given nationalist regime, for any people is always implicated in the transgressions of a regime to which it gives its active or even tacit support. But it does suggest, as I stressed in my 1997 work, Whose Democracy,1 that the route to the realization of the liberal project entails of necessity the establishment and securing of legitimate government—a point that I had considered, until recently, too obvious to bear emphasis.

Various books and articles have presented preposterous notions about supposedly ancient ethnic or tribal hatreds or, in a more moderated version of the same fallacy, of the supposedly more primitive or violent disposition of the peoples of old Yugoslavia (more primitive and violent than whom, one wonders). Other writers forget that there was no Yugoslavia before 1918, projecting the political battles of the 1990s back to an era before there were even any Slavs living in southeastern Europe. If this book can make a small contribution to combatting these silly misconceptions, I shall be happy.

I have been studying Yugoslavia—and now, the Yugoslav successor states—for more than twenty years, and in the old socialist days, I was always struck by the perennial  sense of crisis in that country. That perennial crisis was a symptom of system illegitimacy (in the sense that the system operated in accordance with neither classical liberal standards of programmatic framework nor democratic principles).

In the years since taking up the study of the South Slavs, I have spent time in Belgrade, Zagreb, Ljubljana, Skopje, and Sarajevo, as well as in smaller towns and villages. My impressions of the Socialist Federated Republic of Yugoslavia and of its successor states have been formed by the people I have met and interviewed in that part of the world and through their writings. I have tried, in my writings, to convey something of the “spirit” of Yugoslavia—what makes its people tick, what issues concern them, and how they think. That spirit is, for me, the lifeblood of political history.

I have undertaken significant revisions to the text in each edition. Already for the second edition, published in 1996, four new chapters were added to the volume, with the Epilogue being overhauled. For the third edition, published in 1999, I removed two earlier chapters (on gender relations and on the press) and added two new chapters (Chapters 12 and 13), making significant additions to Chapters 1–3 and 9–11, based on interviews conducted since the publication of the second edition as well as on literature which had become available in the interim, and overhauling the Epilogue once again. For this edition, I have completely overhauled Chapter 12, bringing it up to date, and have added an entirely new chapter on the final years of Milošević’s rule, the collapse of his regime, and the transfer of power in Serbia to Koštunica and Djindjić (Chapter 14). I have also once more overhauled the Epilogue and have made some small changes elsewhere in the text, including to the “anti-bibliography”. Although many new books and book reviews have been published since the writing of the anti-bibliography for the third edition, I have resisted the temptation to expand this section and left it more or less intact except for certain small corrections.

I am grateful to the International Research and Exchanges Board (IREX) for funding research trips to Ljubljana (in March 1992), Skopje (in March 1995), and Zagreb (in July–August 1997), during which I was able to interview appropriate persons. I also benefitted from participation in a faculty exchange between the University of Washington and the University of Ljubljana in August–September 1999, during which I was able to conduct additional interviews with appropriate persons.

I am grateful to Susan McEachern, my Westview editor for the first and second editions, for her encouragement at those stages, to Rob Williams, my editor at Westview for the third edition, for his encouragement and support; and to Carol Jones, Steve Catalano, and Barbara Greer my editors for the fourth edition, for their encouragement and interest. I am indebted to all of these editors for their wise counsel on many matters relating to this book. I also wish to thank Professor Nicholas R. Lardy, then director of the Henry M. Jackson School of International Studies, for arranging a pause quarter for me in autumn 1994, during which I was able to carry out revisions for the second edition, and Professor Jere Bacharach, his successor as director of the Henry M. Jackson School, for allowing me to participate in a faculty exchange program with Ritsumeikan University, Kyoto, during the 1998 calendar  year, during which time I was able to carry out the revisions for the third edition. An earlier draft of Chapter 14 was presented at a conference at UCLA in May 2000 and also at a conference at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in June 2000. Final revisions to the manuscript were made while a Residential Fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in Washington D.C. during the 2000–2001 academic year. I am grateful to the Center for providing me with ideal circumstances in which to work on this and other projects.

An earlier incarnation of Chapter 1 was published in Crossroads, No. 23 (1987). An earlier incarnation of Chapter 2 was published in Global Affairs, Vol. 5, No. 1 (Winter 1990). An earlier incarnation of Chapter 4 was previously published in Pedro Ramet (ed.), Catholicism and Politics in Communist Societies (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1990). An earlier incarnation of Chapter 5 was previously published in Pedro Ramet (ed.), Eastern Christianity and Politics in the Twentieth Century (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1988). An earlier incarnation of Chapter 6 was published in Religion in Communist Lands, Vol. 18, No. 3 (Autumn 1990). An earlier incarnation of Chapter 10 was published in Current History, Vol. 93, No. 586 (November 1994). I am grateful to the editors of these publications and to the respective presses for permission to reuse this material.

I am also deeply indebted to various persons for detailed and most helpful comments on earlier drafts of one or more chapters in this book, including Stella Alexander, Ivo Banac, Denis Bašić, Thomas Cushman, Viktor Meier, Martha Merritt, Rudi Rizman, Atsushi Saito, and Mark Thompson. I am grateful to Professors Ivo Banac, Robin Alison Remington, and Dennison Rusinow for their advice and feedback in connection with the preparation of the third edition, and to Ljubiša Adamovich, Obrad Kesić, Branka Magaš, and Ognjen Pribićević for sharing their insights into Milošević’s character, as well as Duncan Perry, Larisa Flint, Ognjen Pribićević, and Dunja Von Veh for assisting with certain information and research materials. I am also grateful to Elez Biberaj for sharing with me some of his wisdom about Kosovo.

Finally, I owe a special debt to my spouse, Christine Hassenstab, for her enthusiasm about my work as a whole, for her feedback on earlier chapters as well as on new material for the second and third editions, and for her lively interest in matters relating to the South Slavs.

 




Sabrina P. Ramet 
Trondheim, Norway




Notes 


1   Sabrina P. Ramet, Whose Democracy? Nationalism, Religion, and the Doctrine of Collective Rights in Post–1989 Eastern Europe (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1997.)
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Map of yugoslavia, 1946–1991
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Map of Bosnia-Herzegovina, September 1994

Source: Reprinted from Current History by permission of the editor.
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Map of Bosnia-Herzegovina, February 1998

Source: Reprinted from Current History by permission of the editor





PART I

Disintegration, 1980–1991





CHAPTER ONE

Political Debate, 1980–1986

I have given this book the title Balkan Babel because I have felt that the biblical story of the Tower of Babel bears a certain allegorical resemblance to the story of Yugoslavia. In the case of Babel, the people of the area had largely friendly and cooperative relations over a period of time. There were no significant rivalries dividing them, let alone ancient tribal rivalries or hatreds. Quite the contrary. They therefore decided to unite in erecting a great tower, undertaking what proved to be an ambitious project. But as the Book of Genesis tells us, soon after they had embarked on this joint project, they found themselves speaking different languages, with the result that work on the great project broke down. The story of Babel may be read, thus, as a story of the failure of cooperative action.

In the case of Yugoslavia, a state founded in 1918 as the kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, the peoples of the area—Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, and others—had had largely friendly and cooperative relations (with the exception of Serb-Albanian relations from about 1878 onward, where tensions were worsened by Serbia’s annexation of Kosovo in the course of the First Balkan War of 1912–1913). There was nothing of the order of tribal rivalries dividing the peoples of the Yugoslav kingdom, let alone ancient tribal rivalries or hatreds. Serbs and Croats in Habsburg-ruled Croatia had actually formed a political coalition in the early years of the twentieth century, and the wartime dialogue between the London-based Yugoslav Committee and the Serbian government-in-exile allowed for some optimism about prospects for future cooperation. Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Montenegrins, and others therefore decided to unite in erecting a common state, undertaking what proved to be an ambitious political project. But as the historical record reveals, soon after they had embarked on this joint project, they found themselves speaking different political languages. The Croats spoke the language of federalism. The Serbs spoke the language of centralism. They proved unable to find a common political language, and by 1929 the system suffered its first major breakdown.

Over the years, all sides came to feel wounded: Serbs by Croats’ opposition and complaints, later by the Ustaša massacres, still later by the controversies of the Croatian  Spring of 1970–1971; Croats by the discrimination they suffered from the very beginning, by the assassination of Croatian Peasant Party leader Radić in 1928, later by the Chetnik massacres, still later by the repressive policies of Uprava Državne Bezbednosti (UDBa, the State Security Administration, i.e., secret police) chief Aleksandar Ranković; and one could itemize as well the wounds felt by other peoples of Yugoslavia. The wounds left scars—scars that never completely healed, not because they were ancient but, on the contrary, because they were relatively fresh. The story of Yugoslavia is a story, thus, of the failure of political cooperation.

But why did the Yugoslavs fail to erect their Tower of Babel? The answer, for me, lies in their failure to solve the problem of legitimation, their failure to devise a political formula which would impress the decisive majority of the country’s citizens, in both objective and subjective terms, as being basically legitimate. It was for these reasons that I wrote, in the first edition of this book, that Yugoslavia was “beset with problems from the time of its establishment in 1918, and one may quite accurately say that no sooner was the multi-ethnic state constituted than it started to fall apart” (1st ed., p. 38). I shall have the occasion elsewhere to describe the difficulties experienced by the Yugoslavs in this regard from 1918 to the present. My purpose in this book is to tell the story of Yugoslavia’s disintegration, the story of its failure, from the death of President Josip Broz Tito in May 1980 to the fall of President Slobodan Milošević in October 2000 and the resounding electoral victory of the democratic opposition coalition in the Serbian parliamentary elections of December 2000.

 



Josip Broz Tito ruled Yugoslavia for some thirty-seven years, guiding the country through a major crisis in relations with the Soviet Union, steering it through four constitutions, and creating a political formula centered on self-management (in the economy), brotherhood and unity (in nationalities policy), and nonalignment (in foreign policy). Despite the internal crises which shook the country in 1948–1949, 1961–1965, and 1970–1971, Tito created a network of institutions which many hoped would prove stable and resistant to disintegrative change. Yet, for reasons quite different from and independent of those affecting other countries in Eastern Europe, Yugoslavia’s political institutions ultimately proved vulnerable to pressures for change. Such pressures built up gradually and steadily from the grass roots, from the intellectuals, feminists, environmentalists, pacifists, and liberals. Political change was adumbrated first in the cultural sector and borne along by small independent grassroots organizations.

As noted, Yugoslavia experienced considerable problems from its inception in 1918. This was no surprise given the lack of consensus on the fundamental principles of state. Over the course of its seventy-year history, Yugoslavia lurched from crisis to crisis, abandoning one unstable formula for another. Finally, in the course of 1989–1991, the unifying infrastructure of the country largely dissolved. In its first incarnation as the interwar Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, 1918–1941 (renamed the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1929), the country experimented with pseudodemocratic Serbian hegemony, royal dictatorship, and Serb–Croat codominion.1 The system failed to ground itself on legitimating  principles and left a legacy of bitterness which fed directly into the internecine conflicts of World War II (1941–1945 in the Yugoslav lands). That war saw the occupation of parts of Yugoslavia by German, Italian, Bulgarian, and Hungarian troops and the erection of quisling regimes in Croatia (under Ante Pavelić) and Serbia (under Milan Nedić).2 More than a million persons died in the course of the war, and additional seeds of bitterness were sown. Although Tito and his Communist comrades talked endlessly about the need to create “brotherhood and unity” and recognized quite clearly the dangers inherent in national and religious chauvinism, they lacked a clear vision of social tolerance, without which their efforts ultimately foundered.

Tito’s Partisans, winning accolades in engagements against occupation and quisling forces, emerged as the only strong force in Yugoslavia at war’s end. Communist rule made its debut with brutality when between 20,000 and 30,000 Serb Chetniks and Slovene Home Guards (who had tried to surrender to British forces only to be turned over to the Partisans) were massacred by Partisan forces, along with some 36,000 Croats and 5,000 Muslims.3 The Communists lost no time in suppressing reemergent political parties after World War II4 and set about introducing a Soviet-style system. Indeed, Yugoslavia’s Communists started out as run-of-the-mill Stalinists. The early years followed the standard formula of arrests, show trials, forced collectivization, attacks on the churches, and erection of a strict central planning system. But their expulsion from the Soviet bloc by Stalin in June 1948 forced them to find their own formula and, in the process, gave them a new image. Tito became the new David to Stalin’s Goliath and came to be seen as a hero in the West. With American and British assistance, Tito’s Yugoslavia weathered severe food crises in 1946–1947 and 19505 and, under the pressure of the change in the diplomatic environment as well as internal developments, including the peasant rebellion against agricultural collectivization in the Cazin region in 1950,6 began to demarcate an independent path.

In 1950, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) introduced the principle of self-management on an experimental basis, promulgating it generally two years later; in the meantime, on 24 November 1951, the CPY Central Committee issued a directive to scrap the collective farm system, blaming the Soviets for providing an example which had proven “completely wrong and harmful in our practice”7 and authorizing the return of farmlands to private ownership. Stalin was so enraged by Tito’s behavior that, in autumn 1952, he had Lavrenti Beria, the head of the KGB, develop a plan to assassinate the Yugoslav leader; the plan foundered as a result of uncertainties associated with Stalin’s death in March 1953.8 Although Tito’s example undoubtedly had given some encouragement to Hungarian Prime Minister Imre Nagy and his fellow revolutionaries in Hungary in 1956, Nagy’s rapid gravitation toward political pluralism unnerved Tito, who, as recently opened archives reveal, told Khrushchev he felt military intervention was necessary and may even have developed contingency plans of his own to employ Yugoslav military force to restore “socialism” in Hungary.9 Meanwhile, Yugoslav reformism continued. By 1958, at its Seventh Congress (in Ljubljana), the by now renamed League of Communists of  Yugoslavia (LCY) was boasting, much to Soviet annoyance, of its uniquely progressive model and offering it for general emulation.10


In the 1960s and 1970s, it appeared that Yugoslavia had finally found the key to solving its most important problems. Aleksandar Ranković chief of the secret police, had resisted reform, but was stripped of his power in July 1966.11 Decentralization, which had quietly begun as early as 1952, but which had picked up momentum as a result of the constitution of 1963, gathered steam after Ranković’s fall. This formula, which established a network of quasi-feudal national oligarchies and entrenched their power in the constituent republics of the Socialist Federated Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), created the institutional fissures along which Yugoslavia would break up; indeed, without the quasi-confederal system of republics, it is unlikely that the SFRY would have fallen apart as soon or as relatively easily as it did. So concerned were the Yugoslav reformers of the late 1960s to build up the infrastructure of the republics that they saw to it that the Federal Assembly adopted a new law on national defense on 11 February 1969, granting the republics the authority to form local territorial militias.12 Coming partly as a response to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, the new law also reflected the decentralist convictions of Titoist reformism; the militias created by this law would prove critically important in the case of Slovenia in 1990–1991.

The constitution of 1974 seemed to provide political stability (using cautiously crafted practices of ethnic quotas, strict rotation of cadres, and the universal enjoyment by constituent republics of the right to veto federal legislation). The economy was enjoying a boom. And then there was Tito, who played a crucial role as arbiter in the system, pulling it back from deadlock when all else failed. Even the nationality question seemed—in the years 1971–1981—to have been laid to rest. The late Tito era was an era of optimism, a kind of “golden age,” in which regime ideologues could dream of plans “to build a new socialist society, rid of all forms of exploitation, to construct a society in which the economic and political sovereignty of the working class remains the cornerstone both of internal development and [of] foreign policy.”13


Between 1979 and 1982, however, several things changed, causing Yugoslavia’s leaders to reach the point, by 1983, of openly admitting, for the first time since the 1948 expulsion, that the country was in crisis. First, the economy had begun to deteriorate—largely as a result of internal dynamics; the process was sharpened and quickened by the steep increase in oil prices after 1973. Second, the deaths of Vice President Edvard Kardelj in 1979 and President Tito in 1980 deprived the country not only of unifying symbols but, more important, of strong leaders capable of imposing unity. A third factor contributing to the disintegration of the old order was the outbreak, in April 1981, of widespread anti-Serbian rioting among the Albanian population of the then autonomous province of Kosovo. These riots proved to be the clarion call of a new phase, in which Belgrade authorities returned to the repressive style associated with Ranković, resulting in escalating Serb–Albanian tensions in the province. The problems in Kosovo contributed to a sense of crisis in which the basic illegitimacy of the Communist system was ever more clearly laid bare. And fourth, there was the disastrous prime-ministership of Branko Mikulić, whose mismanagement contributed  to a general plummeting of public confidence in government officials and whose term of office was blemished, in particular, by the damaging Agrokomerc financial scandal in the summer of 1987.

Yet, for all that, it required an “enabler” to take economically troubled Yugoslavia from “mere” crisis down the slippery path of interethnic war and “ethnic cleansing.” That “enabler” was, in the first place, Slobodan Milošević, a soft-spoken banker with a working facility in English who bore the psychological scars of the suicides of both of his parents, although in the years 1988–1991 the army leadership was a key ally, making its own contribution to the crisis, and Milošević had allies and supporters in key positions in the party—among them, Lazar Mojsov, Borisav Jović, Raif Dizdarević, while Stipe Suvar failed to offer any effective resistance. It was Milošević who, backed by his allies and supporters, exploited the weak points in the Titoist system in order to drive the system in a non-Titoist direction. It was Milošević and the Serbian parliament who declared the abolition of the autonomous provinces, but not of their representatives, claiming instead that the Serbian parliament had “inherited” the right to appoint three representatives to the state presidency, to which, under the constitution, each republic’s parliament was authorized to send one representative. 14 It was Milošević who stockpiled heavy weaponry in 1990–1991 in anticipation of a showdown. It was Milošević who advised the Croatian Serbs to refuse Tudjman’s olive branches in summer 1990 and to adopt a posture of noncooperation. 15 And it was Milošević personally who took the resentments generated in sundry quarters and created, on the basis of these diverse sources, a program for massive violence against Croats, Muslims (Bosniaks), and Albanians.

Although I would agree that “Milošević did not engineer the break-up of Yugoslavia single-handed[ly],”16 requiring, on the contrary, the active complicity and passive docility of certain key players (above all, those mentioned above), some of them frightened by Milošević’s behavior as early as 1987 but uncertain about what to do to counter his actions, and may not even be credited with having concocted the breakup on his own, he was nonetheless the key player. Without Milošević, the pace and course of the Yugoslav crisis might have been different. Relativists are fond of spreading the blame and of suggesting that Croatian President Franjo Tudjman was equally culpable for the crisis, even though this position requires that they argue that there was no political crisis until Tudjman was elected to office in April 1990—an absurd contention easily refuted by the facts.




The King Is Dead, Long Live the Collective Leadership 

Tito lay on his deathbed for four months. He bequeathed to his country a system without a king, without even a president; it was a system without a center, a ship without a captain. In his vision (and Kardelj’s handiwork), the country was to be guided by a network of collective bodies in which the republics and autonomous provinces were represented and among whose representatives the chairmanship would rotate (annually in the case of the state presidency, every two years in the case of the LCY Presidium). The uneasiness in the air was, at the time, palpable, and many Yugoslavs confessed a  certain amazement when the system of collective leadership did not immediately implode. But as the 1980s progressed, the collective leadership proved unable to reach a consensus on fundamental economic and political issues and incapable of enforcing such decisions as it was able to make.17


After Tito’s death in May 1980, critical voices began to be heard in a way not possible in Tito’s time. Gradually, in the course of the 1980s, Yugoslavia saw the abandonment of the party’s claim to have devised an exportable model, abandonment of the central concept of the withering away of the state, abandonment of the idea that self-management was the font of the system and the key to the solution of all policy issues, redefinition of nonalignment in terms of Realpolitik, abandonment of the idea that the LCY had a historic or superordinate claim to rule, and rejustification on the grounds that any alternative model would lead to civil war (though increasing numbers of people rejected even this rejustification in order to argue for the establishment of a two-party or multiparty system in Yugoslavia). This post-Tito disintegration of ideology in Yugoslavia followed on the heels of a devolution of powers to the constituent republics and provinces which revived, on a nationwide basis, the autonomist logic of the Cvetković-Maček Sporazum of 1939.18





Political Decay 

In the course of the years 1980–1986, leading Yugoslav party functionaries and news organs charged almost every major social institution with malfunctioning. Only the army was exempted from criticism at that time. Other organizations were variably charged with unconstitutional practices, corruption, rampant inefficiency, unresponsiveness to people’s needs, and so forth.

Problems in the functioning of the party remained central to these concerns, of course. Here the pivotal concern was the manifest inability of the eight regional party organizations of Yugoslavia’s eight federal units (six republics and two autonomous provinces) to coordinate their policies or agree on strategies. This, in turn, gave birth to the realization that the LCY had already ceased to exist as an organizationally unified and politically meaningful unit: the LCY had become merely the institutional arena in which the real powers in the system—the regional party organizations—met and discussed their common concerns.

Within the party itself, the real channels of authority often diverged considerably from the formal channels: the removal of the provincial party organizations of Kosovo and Vojvodina from the effective jurisdiction of the Serbian Republic party organization on the authority of the federal constitution was only one example of this. Moreover, the 1974 federal constitution, unlike previous postwar Yugoslav constitutions, defined the SFRY (in Part I, Article 2) as consisting of eight constituent units, that is, the six republics and two autonomous provinces, thereby granting the provinces a legal status founded not merely on Serbian law, but also on federal law.19 Although the party as a whole was weak and disunified, local branches sometimes showed a resilient capacity for intrusion into domains lying outside their jurisdiction. Local party members often joined out of sheer opportunism and used their positions  for private gain, often, evidently, in disregard of the law.20 Even Socijalizam, the party theoretical organ, admitted in summer 1984 that the LCY was having difficulties with members who ignored party directives and behaved in an irresponsible fashion.21


But although the federal party organization had become totally divorced from governmental functions—to the extent that it experienced considerable difficulty in making any headway in applying the 1982 recommendations of the Kraigher Commission for the Reform of the Economic System—the regional party organizations retained a firm grasp on power, thus provoking complaints of “republican etatism.” A striking illustration of the balance of power came in the second half of 1984, when the Fourteenth Central Committee (CC) Plenum was held. Under party statutes, the eight regional party organizations (of the six republics and two autonomous provinces) were obliged to meet to compare their own policies with the latest CC resolution (which dealt specifically with the economy and the failure to implement the Kraigher Commission’s recommendations). In actual fact, not a single regional party organization bothered to meet in this connection22—a sure sign of the flimsiness of central party discipline.

The self-managing interest communities likewise spun out of control. Created in late 1974 with the idea of involving ordinary citizens in monitoring public services in education, health, social welfare, child care, employment, sports, information, and so forth,23 the communities (known collectively as “SIZ,” from the Serbo-Croatian Samoupravne interesne zajednice) quickly mushroomed in number and scope. The resulting system, in which two parallel structures exercised jurisdiction in the same area, was mocked as “SIZ-ophrenia” (a pointed pun on “schizophrenia”). Though under the constitution the self-managing communities were supposed to be created by local bodies of citizens and not by republic or provincial legislation, in practice all such communities owed their existence to republic or provincial legislation. Moreover, instead of functioning as consumer advocates—their supposed portfolio—the new institutions quickly adopted the behavior of government agencies.

Finally—where political institutions are concerned—the Socialist Alliance of Working People of Yugoslavia (SAWPY), a front organization designed to involve nonparty people in supportive activity, had long been little more than a marionette of party barons.

The malfunctioning of political organizations might not have acquired quite the salience in the public mind, at least not so quickly, had it not been for repeated revelations and charges to that effect, which resulted in an attendant shrinkage of public confidence in the system. Moreover, the baneful effect of the malfunctioning of public institutions and of the shrinkage of public confidence in the system was reinforced by the economic mire. Precipitated by a combination of uncoordinated investments, unbridled trade imbalances, and overborrowing throughout the 1970s and sharpened by the impact of oil-price hikes after 1973, economic problems by 1985 included spiraling inflation in excess of 100 percent annually and a growing gap between the cost of living and real wages. The latter gap was compensated for by the growth of a barter economy and by smuggling and black-marketeering.

As early as 1979, the deficit in the balance of payments amounted to $3.6 billion, and the foreign debt, which had been a relatively modest $5.7 billion in 1975, had swollen to $15 billion by early 1980, reaching the dangerous level of $19.2 billion the following year. In 1980, the government required 15 percent of all foreign currency earnings just to service the foreign debt.24 As of 1983, outlays to service the national debt amounted to more than $5 billion, against $10–15 billion brought in by exports.25 In early 1982, Mikla Planinc, a party conservative who had presided over the “normalization” of post–1971 Croatia, succeeded Montenegrin Veselin Djuranović as prime minister of the SFRY, promising to make a “new beginning” for the country. But for the first two years of her term, she and her associates continued to rely on “administrative measures” to tackle economic problems, rather than take the “bitter pill” of marketization. Only in 1985 did Planinc slowly begin to undertake some vital reforms, but Branko Mikulić, at that time Bosnia’s representative in the state presidency, supported by Deputy Prime Minister Janez Zemljarić (from Slovenia), marshaled political forces to scuttle this incipient reformism. In frustration, Planinc tried to resign in October 1985, but her resignation was declined. Planinc’s term came to an end in March 1986, and the more doggedly conservative Mikulić succeeded her in office.26 What the conservative mind wanted was to correct the economic problems without tampering with the fundamental political institutions of the system. Since at least some of these problems were rooted in those very institutions, the conservative project was doomed from the start.




Crisis and Polarization 

That post-Tito developments in the economic and political spheres were pushing Yugoslavia into a very real crisis was at first denied by party spokespersons. Only in 1983—four years after the economic situation began to deteriorate, two years after the province-wide riots by Albanians in Kosovo, and a year after the controversial Twelfth Party Congress—did party elders finally concede that there was a “crisis” in Yugoslavia and even that a “Polish” situation could develop in the country.27


This hesitation in turn constricted party participation in the political debate which started in Yugoslavia soon after Tito’s death. At first, the chief participants were scholars and journalists. The Twelfth Party Congress, insofar as it opened the floodgates to debate within the party itself, was a turning point.

In the initial phase of the debate (1980–1981), the economic difficulties were not yet far advanced, and discussion therefore centered on press policy, supervision of the universities, and general political democratization, with lesser attention being paid to economic policy. Within this context, there were two broad positions, one partial to liberalization and one opposed, though the “liberals” of the early 1980s were not nearly as liberal as the “liberals” of the late 1980s would be. In the course of that troubled decade, as economic deterioration forced Yugoslavs to confront the sources of strain, four clear factional groupings emerged as constituted by the dual issues of liberalization versus retrenchment and recentralization versus preservation of the decentralized system. Although almost every constituent regional party organization  was factionalized to some extent and although a particular grouping might be more or less “liberal” on certain issues and more or less “conservative” on others (as the cases of Vojvodina and Slovenia amply illustrate), one may nonetheless make certain thumbnail sketches of the dominant political coloration of the respective regional parties. Accordingly, one may say that liberal recentralizers were dominant in the Serbian party, conservative recentralizers in the Bosnian and Montenegrin parties, liberal decentralists in the Vojvodinan party, and conservative decentralists dominant in the Croatian, Macedonian, and Kosovar parties.28 In Slovenia, the government of France Popit was “conservative” on political issues, but “liberal” on certain social issues, such as religion, and more “liberal” in press policy than most of the other regional elites; Popit and his team were committed to safeguarding Slovenia’s autonomy and should be counted among the “decentralists” or “autonomists.”

To this double polarization one might add that important differences between the more economically developed republics of Slovenia and Croatia and the rest of the country also complicated the process the Yugoslavs called “the harmonization of viewpoints” (usaglašavanje stavova). The result of all of this was that it was exceedingly difficult to build an effective coalition and utterly impossible, in the conditions of the early 1980s, to fashion a stable coalition. In consequence, although the disintegration of the center allowed the burgeoning of political debate and the generation of sundry prescriptions, it simultaneously prevented, under conditions of effectively triple polarization, the imposition of a new solution on the system, even though there was widespread consensus that something needed to be done. Ultimately, of course, this irresolution would contribute to breaking the Communist Party’s hold in four republics (Slovenia, Croatia, Macedonia, and Bosnia) in 1989–1990, which in turn resulted in opening up new strategies for dealing with the crisis.

The weakening of the center after Tito’s death allowed the Serbian and Vojvodinan parties, together with the Slovenian party, still under the relatively conservative leadership of France Popit, to liberalize policies in the spheres of culture, media, and religion. Controversial plays such as Jovan Radulović’s Pigeonhole and Dušan Jovanović’s The Karamazovs—which touched on politically delicate subjects—were staged in these republics and province, though the former play was eventually suppressed under pressure from the more conservative Croatian party organization. Serbia’s most popular weekly magazine, NIN, actively encouraged the awakening of popular interest in Goli Otok,29 the prison in which the Communist Party had incarcerated and tortured its political enemies in the late 1940s. The media in these federal units, and to a certain extent also in Croatia, launched a new era of investigative journalism in Yugoslavia—sometimes even to the point of muckraking.30 Where religious policy was concerned, Slovenia and Vojvodina achieved a rare tranquillity in Church–state relations, while in Serbia, the Serbian Orthodox Church was allowed (in 1984) to found a new theological faculty in Belgrade and continued its lively publication activity with the first official Orthodox Church translation of the New Testament into Serbo-Croatian. That same year, authorities of the Serbian Republic also gave a green light to the patriarchate to resume construction of the gargantuan Church of St. Sava (which had been started in 1935 but suspended in 1941).31 Since liberalization was dependent  upon the slackening of authority at the center, it was understandable that few liberals could be found among recentralizers at that stage.

In Croatia and Bosnia, as already mentioned, conservative forces remained dominant. One expression of this more conservative political climate came in the shape of a series of petty harassments of clergymen in these two republics (above all of Catholic clergymen and Muslim ulema and officials). But although Bosnian and Montenegrin conservatives were also recentralizers—with the Montenegrin Central Committee suggesting in November 1981 that regional party organizations should be shorn of their power to elect their own representatives to the LCY Central Committee 32—the internally divided Croatian party moved from a position partial to system standardization in 198233 to a position of jealously safeguarding Croatian autonomy (by 1984).

In Kosovo, finally, local provincial party barons tried, in the years 1974–1981, to maximize their autonomy not merely from the federal administration, but also from Serbian Republic authorities, to which both autonomous provinces were formally, though for a while largely nominally, subordinate. They sought to accomplish these objectives above all by restricting the publication of Serbo-Croatian accounts of party meetings and by constricting the flow of information to Belgrade. The result was that Belgrade was not well informed about the activities of Albanian irredentist organizations in Kosovo at this time, even though the provincial government in Priština was monitoring them. The unconstitutionally broad extent of Kosovar autonomy could only be safeguarded by repressing open discussion of issues; hence, in Kosovo, devolutionary policy was wedded to cultural and political conservatism.




The Search for Solutions 

That the political debate had, by the mid-1980s, revived certain themes first bandied about in the late 1960s suggested that the underlying problems were anything but new. As early as 1967, for instance, M. Čaldarević had urged that the principle of democratic centralism was outmoded in conditions of self-management. 34 These same sentiments were voiced by journalist Antun Žvan in 1981, when he urged that since democratic centralism only applied to party members, its effect was to make party members “less free” than nonmembers. Again, the idea of pumping life into SAWPY and transforming it into a second party had a long history. 35 The revival of this idea in the mid-1980s was a measure of the discontent with the political status quo.

By the time party elders convened the Twelfth Party Congress in summer 1982—the first congress since Tito’s passing—there were strong expectations that the occasion would prove a breakthrough for the political direction of the system. But all radical proposals for organizational “reform” (most of them inspired by hopes of reconstituting the center) were blocked, including Rade Končar’s rather dramatic proposal on the floor of the congress that the republic-based federal organization of the party be scrapped and replaced with organization on the basis of lines of production. 36 The upshot was that although decentralists and liberals alike could gloat over  their defeat of the sundry centralizing proposals presented at the congress, the rivalry between the recentralizers and the decentralists in the party had not been resolved and, hence, the pressure for change had not been removed.

Although the Twelfth Party Congress thus accomplished little or nothing, it did signal the impotence of the center, which naturally further encouraged republican and provincial elites to ignore exhortations emanating from the center. A subsequent CC resolution (in April 1983) urging its own members not to misconstrue themselves as representatives of their respective republics or provinces was, for instance, ignored by all concerned. In early summer 1984, the party leadership made another attempt to restore resilience to the central organs. The CC Presidium drew up a report on relations between the central and regional party organizations. The report found that “decisions adopted unanimously at the national level are being carried out only half-heartedly [at the republican and provincial levels], and execution is largely limited to those aspects which suit the particular region at the moment.”37 This report was submitted to the Thirteenth Session of the Central Committee for action. But, despite the urgings of those who warned of the creeping “federalization” of the party itself,38 the committee demurred and decided to pass the text on to the 70,000 basic organizations of the party for discussion and to delay final action until the Thirteenth Party Congress, in June 1986.

By then, recentralization was no longer rationalized in terms of the vanguard role of the party as the political instrument of the working class. Recentralization was presented, on the contrary, as a pragmatic consideration.39 Ideologically deflated, the Yugoslavs quietly abandoned their earlier claims to greater fidelity to Lenin.40 Former Partisan general Peko Dapčević, for instance, told the Twelfth Party Congress that Leninism was outdated—a conclusion presumed by Žvan’s earlier effort to scuttle democratic centralism and seconded in 1983 by Svetozar Stojanović41 and in 1985 by sociologist Vladimir Arzesnek and party theorist Vladimir Goati.42 Indeed, Arzensek charged that Leninist ideas remained a serious impediment to necessary change throughout Eastern Europe. Likewise, whereas the Yugoslavs were once fond of claiming that their system was neither a one-party system nor a “bourgeois” multiparty system, but rather something unique,43 Socijalizam now openly conceded that Yugoslavia had been set up as, and hence still was (or should be), a one-party system.44


The realization that the system had dead-ended gave birth to an astonishingly wide range of reform proposals. Famed economist Branko Horvat, for example, suggested in 1984 that “all political parties” (i.e., the Communist Party in its sundry regional organizations) be abolished and that Yugoslavia be reorganized as a “partyless” socialist system operated through citizens’ associations.45 Two political scientists from Belgrade suggested in 1983 that a multiparty system be restored46—an alternative specifically repudiated at the June 1984 session of the 163-member LCY Central Committee. In reflecting upon the evident support for this remedy, Radošlav Ratković drew a distinction between “the pluralism of self-managing interests” and political pluralism, calling it erroneous to think that the legitimacy of the former could carry over to the latter.47


Despite the party’s obvious reluctance to share power with noncommunists, sociologist Miroslav Živković did not hesitate, in spring 1985, to call for the establishment of a full-fledged “social democracy” in Yugoslavia.48 Still others (such as Čedo Grbić) called for a more liberal attitude toward private enterprise, or for the restoration of strong-arm (čvrsta ruka) rule, or—more tamely—for the complete rewriting of LCY statutes.49 Multicandidate elections were also a popular idea, especially as a device to defuse support for multiparty elections.50


Within the context of this debate, then, SAWPY appeared as both temptation and, ostensibly, opportunity. Its advocates were able to argue, plausibly, that the organization was entitled under the constitution to a greater role in public life and that the LCY control of SAWPY was an “unnatural partnership.”51 Perhaps drawing lessons from the Polish crisis of 1980–1981, Radoš Smiljković told the Zagreb weekly magazine Danas in 1984 that the “marginalization” of SAWPY deprived non-communist citizens of legitimate political channels and risked pushing them into the illicit “politicization of nonpolitical organizations and associations.” Indeed, for Smiljković, “new political groups appear, and they will keep appearing” until legal structures are offered, because “if people are not satisfied with the existing organizations, they create new ones, or [lapse into] a catastrophic political apathy.”52


The difficulty, according to high-ranking party official Čedo Grbić, was that SAWPY had been controlled by “semi-legal coordinating groups and commissions” which had excluded the public from any voice in personnel questions and which continued to perpetuate the organization’s docile subordination to party hierarchies.53 Seconding this assessment, Aleksandar Grličkov noted that noncommunists had only slight chances of being promoted to republic-level leadership posts in SAWPY. His remedy was to allow 30–50 percent of responsible posts in SAWPY to be filled by noncommunists and to expand its jurisdiction. Going one step further, Serbian political scientist Mihailo Popović told a party symposium in spring 1984 that SAWPY should be allowed to reorganize itself as an independent party in order to provide an independent, critical voice in the role of permanent opposition. Finally, Svetozar Stojanović outlined a program in which SAWPY would gain organizational independence from the LCY, have a separate membership, and share power with a still dominant LCY.54


The radical tenor of some of these proposals was a measure of the seriousness with which the participants in the Yugoslav debate viewed the political situation. But any structural or systemic reorganization as well as any far-reaching revisions of the statutes of the LCY, the regional parties, or SAWPY could only be achieved on the basis of a broad consensus among the leaderships of the eight regional party organizations (or nine, if the army’s party organization was included). Such consensus was lacking. In early 1984, for example, the Slovenian leadership took the small step of suggesting that it might propose three candidates for its single seat on the collective state presidency and allow a popular vote to determine the outcome. The other republic leaderships objected, and Slovenia withdrew its proposal and simply named Stane Dolanc to the post.




The Serbian Solution 

The most comprehensive “reform” package to be proposed by a regional party organization in the first five years after Tito’s death came in October 1984, when the Serbian party organization issued a four-part draft reform program calling for the strengthening of the role and autonomy of economic enterprises, the strengthening of the federal government, the democratization of the electoral system, and a rollback of the prerogatives and overall autonomy of the two autonomous provinces. The last of these points was assured of popularity among Serbia’s Serbs, who were becoming disgruntled over the provinces’ power to veto legislation. Serbs complained that their republic had unique difficulties in passing important legislation and blamed obstructionism on the part of the autonomous provinces. As part of the package, the Serbs also resurrected the 1981 proposal to divest republican parties of the power to select their representatives on the Central Committee. Earlier, in March 1984, as the Serbian party had been engaged in developing its ideas concerning its vision for reform, Dragoslav Marković, then president of the LCY Presidium and Serbian representative on that body, had told a meeting of top federal, republic, and provincial officials in Belgrade that “sufficient unity is lacking in the LC itself and, if I may say so, in the Central Committee itself.”55


The regional party organizations of Kosovo, Vojvodina, Slovenia, and Croatia were alarmed by the Serbian “package.” On 23 November 1984, at the opening of a plenary session of the CC of the LC–Serbia, CC member Dušan Čkrebić lashed out against the autonomous provinces without restraint, charging that
the Provinces did not care about the fact that in the last ten years their Republic had not passed a law on social planning which emphasized the serious claim that the internal link within the republic was only of a formal nature. Čkrebić also noted that the constructive proposal concerning Serbia’s direct participation in the more rapid development of Kosovo was interpreted in probably the worst possible manner, implying that it called for the fund to be abolished and Serbia’s contribution to it ended. All this had, perhaps unintentionally, given rise to anti-Serbian feelings among [members of] the Albanian nationality.56






Two days later, as the plenary session drew to a close, Serbian party president Petar Stambolić told the delegates assembled there that the country’s eight regional units were becoming “self-sufficient entities,” provoking a “stormy” response from the delegates from the two provinces, who in turn characterized the Serbian proposals as “rash and insufficiently studied.”57


Kosovo and Vojvodina had been fighting, since the April 1981 Albanian riots in Kosovo,58 to stay the Serbian backlash. But Slovenia and Croatia were likewise concerned about the threatened erosion of their own hard-won autonomy. Slovenian–Serbian differences came into full view at the Fourteenth CC Plenum in October 1984, when Dragoslav Marković attacked the Slovenian deputies for their opposition to the Serbian package. Marković also called into question the propriety  of requiring unanimity among the eight regional organizations before a decision could be made. This challenge in turn impelled Slovene Andrej Marinc to take the podium, observing among other things that the principle of unanimity was a long-standing procedure in the LCY and that Marković’s view had been specifically repudiated at a previous session. Marinc added that continued public discussion about changing the system could lead to “a political crisis, to a crisis of society.”59 Slobodan Milošević, then-president of the Belgrade party organization and son-in-law of Draža Marković, replied to Marinc the following month:
We have been threatened with a political crisis if we continue to discuss these problems. All right, let us enter that political crisis. This crisis is going to produce a great uproar about the question of unity or separatism. In such a crisis, separatism will not prevail, because the people have accepted unity. Those leaders incapable of seeing this will lose the people’s confidence. If separatism is not opposed, our country will have no prospects for the future. It can only disintegrate.60






The equation of advocacy of the federal status quo with “separatism” was a polemical punch which had some clout in Yugoslavia at the time. But with four other regional parties antagonistic in varying degrees to the Serbian draft and a fifth (the Bosnian) at best “restrained” in its support, the prospects for adoption of this package seemed, and indeed proved to be, slight.

In the wake of this exchange, a new term crept into Yugoslav polemical vocabulary: autonomism. Used by Serbian recentralizers as a pejorative term for the Vojvodinan party’s desire to maintain the political status quo, the term was incorporated into a draft resolution of the Serbian CC in April 1985, where it was placed in the same category with “Serb nationalism” and “Albanian nationalism.”61 When Vojvodina’s press responded to criticism with countercriticism of its own, some Serbian politicians grumbled that Vojvodina’s newspapers were launching “an attack on the reputation of the Serbian Assembly”—a charge which suggested a desire to curb the independence of the provincial press.62





End of an Era 

In October 1984, Borba, the Belgrade daily, carried a series of articles by University of Zagreb Professor Jovan Mirić which argued that the 1974 constitution was the source of all of Yugoslavia’s problems and that the exaggerated decentralization had destroyed the unified market and even interfered with the market mechanism.63 Mitja Ribičić (a Slovene), Aleksandar Grličkov (a Macedonian), and Hamdija Pozderac (a Bosnian Muslim) applauded Mirić’s series. Others, including partial conservative France Popit (from Slovenia) and archconservatives Jure Bilić (from Croatia) and Dušan Popović (a Serb from Vojvodina), were antagonistic. Jovan Djordjević, a coauthor of the 1974 constitution, himself admitted that the confederal coloration assumed by the system had not been the intention of the constitution’s drafters.

Eventually, the party decided to set up a commission to review the political system and prepare recommendations for change and reform. Modeled on the Kraigher Commission for the Reform of the Economic System, this new commission was entrusted to the chairship of Tihomir Vlaškalić, a ranking Serbian party official. The Vlaškalić ć Commission was asked to prepare a report for submission to the Thirteenth Party Congress.

As the Thirteenth Party Congress approached, sundry party officials broached diverse proposals aimed at reestablishing central authority. The reasoning, according to Tanjug, the official news agency, was that “the orientation of the Twelfth Congress went in the wrong direction.”64 In a strikingly pointed phrase, CC member Dušan Dragosavac told the Twenty-Second Session of the CC in November 1985 that Yugoslavia could “more easily endure a multiparty system along[side] a united League of Communists than a coalition of a number of [regional] party organizations within the League of Communists.”65 Strange solutions started to be proposed, such as eliminating separate status for the regional party organizations, dropping the presidents of republican central committees from ex officio membership in the LCY Presidium, suppressing local autonomy in scientific institutes, and—perhaps most surprising of all—selectively dropping the “ethnic keys,” which assigned fixed quotas to specific nationality groups in sundry party and governmental bodies. In the last instance, it was argued specifically that if the LCY CC was ever going to function efficiently, it would have to be reduced in size—a measure which would have required some compromise with the network of ethnic, social, and age keys applied in selecting that body’s membership. 66 Ultimately, the CC’s membership was reduced slightly to 129.

In a related move, which simultaneously reflected the strains produced by Serb–Albanian frictions in Kosovo, the Constitutional Court of Serbia handed down a decision (in October 1985) annulling a number of decrees relating to cadres policy in Kosovo—decrees which had guaranteed ethnic representation in the leadership in proportion to the given group’s presence in the province. These decrees had been the instrument whereby the numerically dominant Albanians had taken over the provincial party apparatus in the course of the 1970s. According to the court, however, “the application of proportional national representation . . . facilitates the suppression of the numerically smaller nations and nationalities, which is contrary to the principles of equality laid down in the constitution. Also, this principle endangers the guaranteed rights of citizens to have equal access to every job and function.”67


On the eve of the Thirteenth Party Congress, regional differences on the subject remained sharp. The Slovenian Party Congress (held in April 1986), for instance, emphasized the “unacceptability” of approaches which used the economic crisis “to put forward centralist-unitarist solutions.”68 By contrast, the Montenegrin Party Congress—held a few days later—underlined the importance of “unity” in finding solutions, to the extent of seconding the earlier call for bringing scientific institutes throughout the country under central direction.69


Following established procedure, the federal congress was preceded by congresses held by each of the eight constituent regional party organizations. In Slovenia and  Croatia, the congresses of 1986 marked the end of an era, as younger, more liberal Communists took the reins from the more conservative “old guard.” In Slovenia, the Tenth Congress of the LC–Slovenia (in mid-April) saw the election of forty-five-year-old Milan Kučan as Slovenian party secretary and the removal of France Popit to a largely honorific post. Important changes were also effected at the Tenth Congress of the LC–Croatia the following month. The retirement of Croatian party president Mika Špiljak was only the beginning; conservatives Milutin Baltić, Dušan Dragosavac, and Jure Bilić were simply removed from office. Stanko Stojčević, a Serb then fifty-seven years of age, became the new party president, while Drago Dimitrović, a young Croat, was elected secretary of the party presidium.70 It was also at this time, namely, at the Serbian party congress held in May 1986, that Milošević advanced to the post of Serbian party chief, though the significance of this promotion was suspected by few, if any, persons at the time.

In spite of these gains for more liberal orientations, the cause of maintaining the decentralized system was, at least temporarily, thrown on the defensive when centralizers put together a working consensus for a partial reconstitution of central authority. Although they were unable to realize their ambitions in the long run, in the short run the centralists seemed to be setting the agenda for discussion. The Thirteenth Party Congress, thus, held 25–28 June 1986, was replete with calls for party unity and warnings about the effects of the conversion of local party organizations by technocratic interests into agents for purely local interests. The new party statute, adopted at the congress, transferred the right to elect members of the CC from the republics to the LCY Congress, entrusted the CC with the authority to oversee the work of republic and provincial organizations and, if necessary, to convoke extraordinary republic and provincial party congresses to halt local deviations, and—should that fail—to convoke an Extraordinary LCY Congress to rein in a headstrong republic party organization.71 In addition, the new statute provided a more explicit affirmation of the controversial principle of democratic centralism and strengthened the ability of the party organs to discipline wayward party members.72 In sum, as Josip Vrhovec put it, the changes were designed to reverse the processes through which the party “was beginning to lose its vanguard role.”73


There were those who wanted to carry recentralization further yet, and a more general pressure for political change emerged, tending in one direction or in another. But as long as the party maintained its political monopoly there were some serious constraints on political change in Yugoslavia. The first and most important factor, which I have taken pains to document, was the division of the party into eight autonomous regional organizations gravitating toward four distinct and conflictual policy positions. A second factor—which strongly suggested that the decentralization of the 1970s could not be reversed easily, if at all—was the ethnic dimension. The sundry nationality groups had grown accustomed to governing their own republics, and—as would become clearer at the end of the decade—any serious effort at recentralization could, in such circumstances, only carry grave risk.

Third, apart from the regional elites themselves, the decentralized system generated other vested interests, either in the political-administrative hierarchy or in economic  decisionmaking, interests which could be expected to fear the consequences of change in the system.

Fourth, where the “national question” was concerned, there was a more specific—if often unspoken—fear of the repercussions that curtailment of autonomy or the introduction of a “new course” would have in Croatia (the scene of a powerful nationalist movement, 1967–1971) and in Kosovo (a province shaken by widespread Albanian riots in 1968 and again in 1981). A curious symptom of party caution in this area was the omission of any reference to Albanian nationalist disorders in Kosovo from the draft platform for the Thirteenth Party Congress—an omission promptly criticized by the Zagreb daily Vjesnik.74


Fifth, there was the fact that the intelligentsia up to then had by and large accepted the premise that even the most thoroughgoing overhaul of the system should be undertaken in partnership with actors in the regime rather than in opposition to the regime and the system. At that time, thus, declarations that the system had failed tended to be translated into political debate rather than into political opposition. Yet one must register a caveat, for below the surface the process of the defection of the intellectuals had already begun, and by 1987 various intellectuals in Belgrade, Zagreb, and Ljubljana were quietly working to overhaul, and perhaps overthrow, the system.75 Their voices, inaudible in 1985, became more and more audible, culminating in the formation of alternative political parties by some of these same intellectuals in the course of 1988–1989.




Pandora’s Box 

Among the intellectuals, it was the Serbian historians who were to make their presence felt first. Among these were several unrehabilitated nationalists, such as novelist Dobrica Ćosić, who had been reprimanded by the weekly newspaper Komunist in 1977 for having allegedly claimed that Serbs were being “exploited and denigrated by other Yugoslav nationalities.”76 In the early 1980s, historical revisionism became the dominant discourse among Serbian historians. Where Branko Petranović’s Revolucija i kontrarevolucija u Jugoslaviji, 1941–1945 (1983) went a long way toward effecting the ideological vindication of the wartime Chetnik movement, Djordje Stanković’s ’s Nikola Pašić i jugoslovensko pitanje (1985) recast its subject as a “selfless” altruist promoting simultaneously the interests of Serbs as such and those of all South Slavs.77 The year 1985 also saw the publication of a book by Serbian historian Veselin Djuretić which followed the lines of Petranović’s reappraisal, but took the argument further; the book provoked furious controversy but, significantly, the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Art (SANU) rallied behind Djuretić. In May 1985, members of the SANU, gathered for their annual convention, decided to appoint a commission to draft a “memorandum” on the problems of the day. The commission included historians Radovan Samardić and Vasilije Krestić, economist Kosta Mihailović, novelists Dobrica Ćosić and Antonije Isaković, philosopher Ljubomir Tadić, and former Praxis collaborator Mihailo Marković. A copy of the draft-inprogress was eventually leaked to the Belgrade daily newspaper Večernje novosti,  which published extracts of the document on 24 and 25 September 1986. As Tim Judah notes, the effect was electrifying: “The whole of Yugoslavia was shaken by a political earthquake.”78


The Memorandum portrayed the Serbs as the great victims of Tito and Communist rule and accused Croats and Albanians, in particular, of alleged “genocidal” policies and actions against ethnic Serbs. Wading in collective self-pity and basking in the certainty that the Serbs were uniquely victimized in the SFRY, their cultural heritage being allegedly “alienated, usurped, invalidated, neglected, or wasted,”79 the Memorandum was nothing less than an ideological program for revenge and for establishing Serb hegemony over Yugoslavia’s non-Serbs. At the time it was first published in the press, it was roundly condemned by most prominent Serbian Communists. But it was, to use a phrase coined by Egyptian President Nasser, a role awaiting a leader, a program awaiting an executor; almost exactly a year later, Milošević would step forward to carry out the program spelled out in the Memorandum.

The year 1986 also saw Andrija Artuković, the Minister of Interior, Justice, and Religious Affairs in the fascist Independent State of Croatia (NDH) during World War II (1941–1945), finally brought to trial on charges of mass persecution and mass murder. Artuković had fled Croatia at war’s end and entered the United States with false papers on 16 July 1948, settling eventually in Seal Beach, California. After a delay, the Yugoslav government made its initial request for his extradition on 31 March 1951. The U.S. government denied the request on the grounds that the charges against him were political.80 After persistent pressure from Belgrade, the U.S. Supreme Court ordered a new hearing on the case for his extradition on 20 January 1958 (by a vote of seven to two).81 But once again Artuković was able to defend himself against the Yugoslav government’s demand for his extradition. Belgrade federal authorities renewed their request to the United States on 21 August 1985, and this time Washington agreed to cooperate.

Artuković was taken into custody and extradited to Yugoslavia on 12 February 1986. Blind and suffering from brain disease at the time of his arrest, the eighty-six-year-old Nazi war criminal arrived in Zagreb on a stretcher. His trial opened on 14 April 1986 in Zagreb, and he was charged with “consciously and deliberately order[ing] and caus[ing] the death of about 231,000 men, women and children—Serbs, Croats, Gypsies, Jews, and other Yugoslav citizens.”82 On 14 May, the court handed down a verdict of guilty and ordered Artuković executed.83 Appeals for clemency or for a reversal of the verdict were turned down, but in May 1987 his execution was postponed indefinitely—nominally because of his failing health, but in reality more likely because of fear of the repercussions that his execution might have on Serb–Croat relations.84 Among Croats, the trial excited little interest, but among Croatian Serbs, as Milorad Pupovac, a leading figure among moderates in the Croatian Serb community, told me in 1997, the trial provoked a mixed reaction. Those Serbs who had never heard of Artuković before—and there were some—were given a “crash” history lesson in the atrocities of the Croatian fascists. For other Serbs, who remembered the pain of World War II all too well, the trial opened old wounds, rekindled old memories, and stirred old hatreds. For some, indeed, as Pupovac told  me, it was a turning point.85 Many Croats agreed with Artuković’s defense attorney, Silvije Degen, that Serbs needed the Artuković trial “to prove the genocidal nature of the Croatian people.”86


The Memorandum of the SANU and the trial of Andrija Artuković, both coming in 1986, opened the Pandora’s box of nationalism. Often in the past Titoists such as Dragosavac had solemnly intoned, “Every nationalism is dangerous,” often spelling out the corollary that complaints against other nations were best left unspoken, unregistered. Now, with these two developments, Yugoslavia had taken a step closer to coming face to face with the legacy of Pandora’s open box—in this case, the mephitic vapors of chauvinistic nationalism.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Gathering Storm, 1987–1989

As the 1980s wore on, it became increasingly clear that the deepening economic crisis and the political inertia which characterized the system were profoundly incompatible. Rising ethnic frictions in Kosovo and, just below the surface, in Bosnia were straining the political fabric at another level too. Increasingly, voices were calling for a “return” to some imagined pristine centralism—calls originating largely among Serbs.

In 1987, the entire political picture changed virtually overnight. A forty-six-year-old banker-turned-politician named Slobodan Milošević, who had made his name in the early 1980s as Secretary of the Belgrade City Committee of the LCY and who had risen to the post of President of the Serbian Communist Party in May 1986 on the recommendation of his friend and mentor Ivan Stambolić, used his control of patronage to assume de facto control of Serbia. Turning against his erstwhile friend, Stambolić, who had served as best man at his wedding, Milošević used the Eighth Session of the CC of the LC–Serbia in September 1987 to open a frontal assault on Stambolić, Belgrade party chief Dragiša Pavlović, and the entire strategy of the LC since Tito’s death. Milošević’s seizure of power was nothing less than an internal coup and sent shock waves through the political establishment. Minister of Defense Branko Mamula and other leading figures in the defense establishment were deeply distraught and contacted the leaderships of Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina, to see what, if anything, might be done about the illegal and dangerous political developments in Serbia. Nothing came of these feelers, however.1 Stambolić remained in office for another ten weeks after the Eighth Session, increasingly unable to make any imprint on policy, and finally, on 14 December 1987, Stambolić too was fired.2


Now in control, Milošević ć quickly abandoned the long-standing strategies of the LCY and the Serbian party organization and set out to suppress the autonomous provinces (placing them fully under Serbian administration), to recentralize the system (at the expense of the autonomy of the other republics), and to rehabilitate the Serbian Church, coopting it to serve as the vehicle of a revived Serbian nationalism.  His policies destroyed what remained of any consensus in the system, and by late 1989, for all practical purposes (legislative, economic, cultural), Yugoslavia had already ceased to exist. In its place were four emerging national environments which claimed the primary loyalty of their citizens: Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia (including the autonomous provinces of Kosovo and Vojvodina, as well as the republic of Montenegro), and Macedonia. These four regions were increasingly self-contained and even isolated from one another, and cultural contact between them, at one time actively stimulated by the party, had become, by then, largely superficial. Serbian and Slovenian nationalism were in full blaze, while in Croatia, despite a certain passivity which could be dated to the suppression of the “Croatian Spring” in December 1971, there was a marked hostility toward everything Serbian, and the traditional Western orientation was reasserting itself. Only in Macedonia did one still find a real sense of “Yugoslavism,” although even there increasing signs of grumbling about Macedonia’s alleged second-rate status in the federation were apparent. Finally, multiethnic Bosnia-Herzegovina—43.77 percent “ethnic Muslim,” 31.46 percent Serbian, and 17.34 percent Croatian (in 1991)—was internally divided and its political infrastructure shattered along ethnic lines. Bosnian officials openly described the political situation in the republic as “difficult”; some observers called Greater Serbian nationalism the greatest problem at this point, while others charged that fundamentalist Islam was driving Bosnian Serbs to take flight.3


The Serb–Croat conflict was always at the center of political strife in the country, at least potentially, and, in the fragile conditions associated with the rise of Slobodan Milošević in Serbia, reemerged as the pivotal conflict in Yugoslavia. Serbian politicians spread stories of a “Vatican-Comintern conspiracy” (supposedly designed in part to benefit Croatia) and accused Croatian politicians of genocidal tendencies. Radio Mileva in Belgrade accused Croat Ante Marković, the chair of the Federal Executive Council, of being a CIA agent, and Serbian poet Gojko Djogo’s description of the Croatian Communist authorities as “pro-Ustaša” was given publicity.4 At the same time, Serbs talked of the Orthodox (hence “Serbian”) ancestry of Croatia’s Dalmatian population, revived demands for autonomy for Serbs living in Croatia, and even talked of the political rehabilitation of wartime Chetnik leader Draža Mihailović. 5


Croatian politicians in turn accused Serbian leader Slobodan Milošević of “Stalinist” and “unitarist” tendencies and charged that Serbian politicians were trying to destabilize and neutralize Croatia.6 Hence, when economist Jovo Opačić attempted to organize a Serbian cultural society in Croatia in July 1989, Croatia’s Communist leaders had him arrested and tried.

In quasi-confederal Yugoslavia, the six constituent republics already enjoyed vast autonomy and operated, to a considerable extent, as independent mini-states. This system had been developed in the course of the late 1960s and early 1970s in order to satisfy the desires of the distinct nationality groups for a measure of political self-determination, while at the same time preserving the Communist power monopoly. The alternate route—maintaining a unified political system but opening it up to  other parties—had been rejected. Conscious of the relationship between pluralization and self-determination, the Communists in effect substituted regional pluralization (administrative decentralization and the creation of a plurality of autonomous Communist organizations) for political pluralization (multiparty democracy) and justified the substitution by arguing that a multiparty system would only lead to fratricidal war in Yugoslav conditions. To maintain this fiction, Yugoslav politicians stoked the fires of interethnic distrust by constant commentaries on the ethnic genocides of World War II. Indeed, for many, the conflict of 1991–1995 seemed to figure as a return to and a continuation of that earlier war.

Regional pluralization quickly became a powerful force for liberalization—both because some of the leading advocates of decentralization were also liberals and because the division of power created alternatives within the system: for example, people who were unable to publish a text in one republic might turn around and publish it in another republic.

This system could function reasonably smoothly as long as two conditions were present. First, it was necessary to have a final arbiter who could resolve interrepublican differences if need be. President Josip Broz Tito functioned as this arbiter until his death in May 1980; but the system he bequeathed to Yugoslavia, based on collective decisionmaking at all levels and the right of veto by any republic in many areas of decisionmaking, lacked such an arbiter. The principle of consensus was mandated for all state bodies, with a partial exception only for the state presidency. But even this body was expected to observe the rule of consensus where important decisions, such as the deployment of the army, were concerned.

Second, the system presumed a degree of prosperity such as existed in the later 1970s. When the economy eroded, however, the political seams were exposed to full view and the “quasi-legitimacy” of the system disintegrated. Now, with inflation roaring at more than 1,000 percent annually and incomes sagging below minimal levels, people were becoming desperate. In some cities, people decided to live without electricity, since they could not pay the bills.7 Crime also soared, and the authorities linked the increase with economic crisis.8 In Montenegro, 30,000 desperate citizens took to the streets in August 1989 to protest against hunger and poverty and to demand effective action.9 Increasingly, there was talk of the need to revitalize the economy.




The Second Coup 

Milošević’s overthrow of Stambolić, Pavlović, and their adherents was only the first of two coups Milošević carried out. The second coup was a more complex operation, in which Milošević used a combination of pressure from organized street demonstrations and redrafting of constitutional and legal documents to take effective control in Kosovo, Vojvodina, and Montenegro. Unlike his lethargic and often hesitant cohorts in the LCY, Milošević moved with dazzling celerity and certainty of purpose. As early as 11 January 1988, the Serbian Assembly began work on revising Serbia’s constitution with the express purpose of whittling down the autonomy of the two provinces.  As resistance to these changes was voiced in the two provinces, Milošević moved to eliminate the voices of dissent. In May 1988, Azem Vllasi was removed from the post of chairman of the party leadership in Kosovo; his immediate replacement, Kaqusha Jashari, was no protégé of Milošević, but Vllasi’s removal had sent a strong signal to the Kosovar party that it could not ignore Milošević’s programmatic preferences. In fact, Jashari continued to argue for preservation of the status quo, and, in a report to a conference of the LC–Kosovo at the end of June 1988, shortly after the publication of a new draft of the Serbian constitution which proposed to recentralize the Republic of Serbia, she noted that the Serbian constitutional revisions then in progress would have a negative impact on Kosovo’s autonomous status. She also pointed out that in discussions at the republic level, there was mention only of the rights and jurisdiction of the Republic of Serbia, while nothing was conceded to either Kosovo or Vojvodina. 10 Meanwhile, resistance also emerged in Vojvodina, where politicians such as Boško Krunić, Djordje Stojšic, Milovan Šogorov, and others were quite frank about their distaste for Milošević’s so-called bureaucratic revolution.

Milošević now mobilized several hundred Serbs from Kosovo, who were brought to Novi Sad, where they organized two days of antigovernment protests beginning on 7 July. Local leaders were shaken, but refused to buckle to pressure from the streets. At this point, the LCY Presidium was chaired by Croat Stipe Šuvar, a chainsmoking old-style socialist whom Branka Magaš once described as “a dangerous man”11 and who, when I talked with him in August 1997, spoke in a dry monotone. To the surprise of some observers, the LCY Presidium, instead of endorsing the leadership of Vojvodina, issued a declaration on 30 July endorsing Milošević’s position, which was that Krunić and the other politicians in Vojvodina were guilty of “factionalism.” The declaration went further and held that, however illegal the demonstrations may have been, the Vojvodina leadership should have felt obliged to receive a delegation from the demonstrators and, further, to meet with the demonstrators en masse!12 Moreover, in taking this position, the LCY Presidium was going against the clear sentiment predominating in the CC, which understandably felt that a group of street demonstrators did not possess the right to demand the resignation of an elected leadership. Indeed, at a CC meeting in late July, Vidoje Žarković, a delegate from Montenegro, “compared the style of the Serbian leader with that of the Chinese Cultural Revolution.”13 The battle for Vojvodina had barely begun, but even before that battle was resolved—indeed, immediately after the CC session of late July—Serbs of Kosovo established a committee to organize street demonstrations, or “meetings” as they were euphemistically called. Such “meetings” were, strictly speaking, illegal under the 1974 constitution, but at the end of September, the army leadership, which was bound by oath to uphold the federal constitution, expressly endorsed the holding of illegal “meetings,” provided only that their participants described their purpose as involving the securing of their “rights,” broadly defined.

On 5 October, about 100,000 Serbs, once again mostly from Kosovo and adjacent areas in southern Serbia, assembled in Novi Sad. The next day, these supporters of Milošević’s line staged a massive demonstration to demand the resignation of the elected leadership of the province. Ordinarily, one would not expect the leaders of  one province to be at all troubled by angry protests from permanent residents of another province, but tensions in Yugoslavia were running so high and the sense of crisis was so intense, that oddities such as this became almost routine. Their confidence shaken, the leaders of Vojvodina tendered their resignations, which were subsequently ratified by the CC of the Vojvodinan party organization in a vote of eighty-seven to ten.14 Milošević now placed his supporters in key positions in that province, thereby obtaining de facto control over the judiciary, the police, social and financial planning, and other key sectors in the provincial administration.

On 7 October, equally large crowds of pro-Milošević agitators descended on government buildings in Titograd in hopes of toppling the Montenegrin leadership in the same way. Instead of crumbling, however, the Montenegrin leadership brought out the police to disperse the demonstrators. Two days later, almost as if nothing of consequence had happened in Montenegro, Raif Dizdarević, chair of the state presidency, made a televised address expostulating the Serbian line; addressing himself to all Yugoslavs, Dizdarević said that it was time for “real reforms” and demanded that a package of constitutional amendments prepared by the Serbian party and made public two months earlier be adopted in toto. Waking briefly, as it were, from its slumber, the LCY Presidium managed, at its Seventeenth Session on 17 October, to eject Milošević’s close ally, Dušan Čkrebić, as a sign of their fundamental opposition to Milošević’s methods. Thereupon, Milošević announced that he did not accept the vote against Čkrebić.15


But the Milošević juggernaut hardly paused. On 17 November 1988, the leadership of the Kosovar party was forced to resign, and Rahman Morina, who had been named provincial police chief under Vllasi, was put in charge of the provincial party apparatus. Kosovar Albanians were outraged and the province was rocked by massive demonstrations for three days. On 18 November the local police force was reinforced by an additional 400 police brought in from outside the province. The army was also put on alert. But by 20 November the protests had ended. Milošević had ridden out the storm.16 With the two provinces at least tamed, Milošević turned his attention once more to Montenegro, where the tactic of “meetings” again proved its worth. In early January 1989, Milošević’s followers staged massive demonstrations in Titograd. This time the demonstrations produced the desired effect, and on 11 January 1989 the top figures in Montenegro’s leadership stepped down, among them former Yugoslav Prime Minister Djuranović. The young Milošević-loyalist Momir Bulatović was installed as party chief in Montenegro; the mustachioed Bulatović, with his ample shock of hair, cut a dashing figure, but he revealed few, if any, ideas of his own at the time. Milošević ć had justified the pacification of the provinces by appealing to the principle of the supposed sanctity of a unified republic apparatus within Serbia, but the conquest of Montenegro could not be justified in this way. As Milošević put his supporters into office in that republic, shock waves rippled through the rest of the country. Indeed, the second coup was virtually complete.

Milošević now controlled four of the eight federal units de facto, and the Serbian constitutional amendments in preparation, once adopted, promised to assure  Milošević also of de jure authority in the two provinces. For the time being, the Kosovar delegate to the state presidency remained an appointee of the previous (independent) leadership, but the pressure now generated by Milošević assured that this delegate, like the other three in what came to be called “the Serbian bloc,” generally voted in accord with the Serbian line. Later, the Serbian Assembly would even see fit to name “the delegate of the Kosovo Assembly,” even though such an action could not be grounded on any constitutional provision or legal act.17 Moreover, several of Macedonia’s leaders,including Lazar Koliševski, Lazar Mojsov, and Milan Pančevski, were broadly sympathetic to Milošević’s aspirations to bring the provinces under control—perhaps in part because Macedonia’s own Albanians remained restive, staging protest demonstrations in Kumanovo in August 1988 and Gostivar in October 1988.18 The result was that Macedonia often voted with the “Serbian bloc” in the state presidency, until Milošević alienated Skopje with his foolhardy draft law which proposed to allow Serb settlers from the interwar era who had been barred from Macedonia after World War II to “reclaim” land in Macedonia.19


The final act in the second coup involved downgrading the subsequent abolition of the two hitherto autonomous provinces. On 22 February 1989, the constitutional commission of the Serbian Assembly unanimously accepted the controversial amendments which had been presented by the Serbian leadership. Two days later, the Serbian Assembly itself unanimously approved these same amendments. The tale surrounding these events will be told in somewhat more detail in Chapter 13. Suffice it here to note that on 27 February the state presidency declared the introduction of “special measures” in Kosovo. There were two elements of procedural irregularity here. The first is that the state presidency specifically met when the Slovenian representative (Stane Dolanc), whose government was opposed to this approach, was out of the country; the second is that Yugoslav law did not provide for anything called “special measures.” On 2 March Azem Vllasi and two other Albanians were arrested, and Serbian police held private meetings with members of the provincial Assembly to “persuade” them to vote yes on the proposed amendments. Serbian police “persuasion” was effective, and on 24 March, of the 187 deputies in the three houses of the provincial parliament, only 10 voted against the constitutional amendments.20


Tomislav Sekulić (a Serb) became the new provincial party chief; as an “old settler,” he wanted to keep the lines of communication with Albanians open. He lasted about a year before being pushed to the margins. At that point, the fiction of Kosovar provincial status was barely being honored at all, and instead of a provincial party chief, Kosovo was assigned a governor of sorts, Momčilo Trajković, who was granted unrestricted powers of administration.21 Less than a week after his appointment, Serbian authorities sealed the chambers of the provincial assembly (on 2 July 1990). Three days later, the Serbian government declared the dissolution of the provincial parliament and threatened its (114) deputies with prosecution, because of their belated resistance to Serbian actions. Most of them went underground, hiding or fleeing to Slovenia or Croatia. The second coup was complete.




The Mobilization of Slovenia 

In the meantime, there were stirrings in Slovenia. Already in February 1987, the Slovenian journal Nova Revija published a set of articles advancing a “Slovenian national program” which included political independence. The weekly magazine of the Slovenian Youth Organization, Mladina, was even more wayward and was rapidly establishing itself as a major forum of dissident opinion. Mladina seemed to be especially critical of the army, publishing a negative article about the sales of Yugoslav weaponry to Ethiopia and about the use of Yugoslavia People’s Army (JNA) conscripts to build an elegant Adriatic villa for then-Defense Minister Admiral Branko Mamula. The generals convened a meeting of its Military Council to discuss the evolving situation in Slovenia. The council found that Mladina was pursuing a “counter-revolutionary” line. Comparing Mladina to the Polish independent trade union “Solidarity,” General Veljko Kadijević, a Croatian Serb who had served as a political commissar during the Partisan resistance and who would subsequently take over as Minister of Defense, declared that developments in Slovenia constituted an attack on the army.22


Less than a month later, Mladina came into possession of a secret document from the Ljubljana Military District 5044–3 of 8 January 1988, which outlined steps to be taken in introducing martial law in the country. Franci Zavrl, the magazine’s editor, passed the document along to Janez Janša, a firebrand known for his vocal demands that the military budget (which absorbed about 70 percent of the federal budget in 1988)23 be drastically slashed, asking him to prepare a story. Janša now obtained a transcript of the CC’s 25 March 1988 session, and on 13 May Mladina prepared a story alleging that the army had drawn up a list of Slovenes it planned to arrest in order to abort Slovenia’s liberal evolution; the Slovenian leadership intervened to block its publication, however. The military now arrested Janša, Zavrl, army sergeant Ivan Borštner, who had stolen the incriminating document, and David Tasić, the Mladina journalist to whom the document was first given. The army put the four on trial, creating a sensation throughout Slovenia. It was bad enough that the army had planned a coup24; now the army was compounding its transgression by putting Slovenia’s advocates on trial. Moreover, waiving aside Slovene law, the army conducted the trial in Ljubljana, but in Serbo-Croatian. The Slovene public was outraged three times over and gathered for huge demonstrations in downtown Ljubljana. A Committee for the Defense of Human Rights was hurriedly formed, under the chairmanship of Igor Bavčar, and it began issuing periodical bulletins in English. It also circulated petitions on behalf of “the Slovene Four.”25 More than 100,000 persons signed protest petitions drawn up by this committee; protests were also registered by more than 1,000 collective organizations, including the local trade union and the Slovenian Bishops’ Conference of the Roman Catholic Church. On 22 June 1988, at least 40,000 persons from all over Slovenia flocked to Ljubljana’s Liberation Square for a demonstration in protest of the trial; it was the largest public gathering of Slovenes since World War II.26


It was out of this milieu—Nova Revija, Mladina, human rights activists, and active supporters of “the Slovene Four”—that an active “opposition” now emerged in Slovenia. As already mentioned, there was a new generation in control in the Slovenian party organization, and as time wore on, the leading figures in this new generation cooperated increasingly with leading figures in the “opposition,” both of whom were concerned to defend Slovenia against the encroachment of either army or Milošević. Indeed, it became steadily more and more difficult to refer to “government and opposition” in Slovenia; the truth was that both Communists and noncommunists in Slovenia were highly critical of Milošević and dedicated to a vision of a reformed, democratic Slovenia. In this context, several embryonic political parties were launched in the course of the next few months, including the Social Democratic Alliance, the Slovenian Democratic Union, the Slovenian Christian Socialist Movement, and a “Green” Party. Meanwhile, a previously existing Slovenian Peasant Union experienced rapid growth and by September 1989 claimed some 25,000 members from all parts of Slovenia.27


This pluralization was tolerated by the Slovenian authorities, and this tolerance in turn encouraged both the vibrant Slovenian Youth Organization and the long stagnant Socialist Alliance—both nominally transmission belts for party policy—to begin plans to transform themselves into independent political parties and to field their own candidates in Slovenia’s spring 1990 elections.28
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