The roots of

SERB NATIONALISM

been torn apart by a series of bloody wars which have left

more than a quarter of a million people dead. In 1991, a
brief conflict in Slovenia was followed by a major war between
Serbia and Croatia. As that came to an end the following year, an
e ven more violent confrontation broke out in Bosnia inwlving
Serbs, Croats and Muslims. Less than three years after that war
ended in 1995, violence flared again between Serbs and ethnic Al-
banians in Kosovo, eventually leading to massive military inter-
vention by NATO.

Time after time, Western observers attempting to explain
these events have talked of centuries-old irreconcilable national
antagonisms between the re-
gion’s inhabitants. An increas-
ingly popular—and racist—vari-
ant on this explanation has been
to blame the recent conflicts on
the supposed national character-
istics of the Serbs in particular,
who are claimed to harbor an ir-
rational hatred for their neigh-
bors. A recent article in Time
magazine, for example, de-
scribed Serbs as “Europe’s out-
siders, seasoned haters raised on
self-pity. Even the ‘democrats’
are questionable characters.”

OVER THE past eight years, the former Yugoslavia has

By the fourteenth century, the Serbs had established a king-
dom which extended over most of what is today Serbia, Kosovo,
Montenegro, Albania, Macedonia and Greece. But thisSerbian
empire was short-lived. In 1389, the advancing Ottoman Em-
pire defeated the Serbs (and Albanians fighting alongside them)
at the battle of Kosovo Polje. By the middle of the next century,
the Tu tks had conquered all of Serbia. They ruled it for the next
400 years. During this long period of occupation, myths and
legends of the heroism ofSerbias early rulers became a part of
Serb culture, cultivated in particular by the Orthodox church.

Modern Serbian nationalism, which emerged in the late eigh-
teenth century, cloaked itself in these traditions during its fight
for liberation from Tu tkish rule.
Serbia won autonomy in 1830
and gained its independence in
1878. As the Ottoman Empire
crumbled in the early twentieth
century, Serbia embarked on an
expansionist foreign policy aimed
at reclaiming the lands it had con-
trolled 600 years earlier, even
though few Serbs lived there by
that time. During the Balkan
Wars of 1912 and 1913, Tutkey
was finally expelled from the re-
gion and Serbia took control of
Kosovo and Macedonia.

Neither of these explanations
is even remotely adequate. For
most of the past thousand years Serbs, Croats, Albanians and
the other ethnic and national groups that inhabit the Balkans
have lived together peacefully. While some Serbs today catainly
are rabid nationalists, the majority is not.! Nevertheless, it is ob-
viously true that nationalist ideas have come to play a decisive
role in the region over the past few years. In order to fully un-
derstand the current situation, we need to understand both
where nationalist ideas come from and why;, in little more than
a decade, nationalism has moved from the margins of political
life to occupy center stage.

History

To answer these questions, we should start with a litte his-
toty Slav peoples first settled in the Balkans in the seventh cen-
tury following the collapse of the Roman Empire. By the ninth
centutya distinction had arisen between Croats, descendants of
settlers in the western part of the region who became Catholic,
and Serbs, who settled in the east and joined the Orthodox
church. Apart from this religious difference, the two groups
have always been similar in most other respects, including their
common language.
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A Bosnian Serb stones a UN vehicle

While Serbia was under
Turkish control, Croatia and
Bosnia we reruled by the Habsburg Empire of Austria-Hungary.
Hungarian authorities in Croatia tried to create antagonisms
between Croats and Serbs in the time-honored tradition of di-
vide and rule. Yet despite such efforts, Croatian nationalists gen-
erally admired Serbian expansion.?

The First World War, however, significantly changed the re-
lationship between Serbia and Croatia. The war began after a
Serb nationalist in Bosnia assassinated the heir to theHabsburg
th rone. This precipitated anti-Serb riots in Croatia, which au-
thorities initially incited. The war ended, however, with the col-
lapse of Austria-Hungary and with Serbia on the winning side.
Mo re than a million people in the Balkans died in the war. Out
of the ashes emerged the first Yugoslavia, known officially until
1929 as the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. The
merger was embraced by Croat and Slovene landlords who
needed the Serbian army to help them crush peasant rebellions
and defend them against Italy and Austria.?

But the new country “was not a union of equals. Instead,
[the constituent states] came together as victors and van-
quished™ in a country where Serbs ran much of the state ma-
chinery. “Bad blood between Serbs and Croats is not centuries
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old,” notes the historian Christopher Bennett, “but dates from
the early Croat experience in a Serb-dominated Yugoslavia
which disillusioned even the most Yugoslav-oriented Croats.”

The Second World War

If Croatian nationalists still nurse grievances from the First
World War, today’s Serbian nationalists use the dreadful treae
ment of Serbs during the Second World War to promote their
own cause. In 1941, Yugoslavia was overrun by the Axis powers,
which took considerable territories for themselves and set up
collaborationist regimes in what remained of Croatia and Se -
bia. The Nazis annexed Bosnia to Croatia and placed in powe r
the fascist Ustashe movement of Ante Pavelic, which had virtu-
ally no support before the war. The Ustashes resorted to sheer
barbarism as they attempted to implement their plan: kill a
third of the territory’s almost 2 million Serbs, drive out another
thirdof the Serbs and conve rt the remaining third to Catholi-
cism. One author described the Ustashe terror:

Bands of Ustashes turned up unannounced at Serb villages and
wiped outevery last man, woman and child. The orgy of vio-
lence then continued at concentration camps which the Us-
tashes set up to eliminate their remaining opponents, both Serb
and non-Serbs. At Jase novac, the most infamouscamp...death
was by beating, starvation or knives.®

According to reliable recent estimates, more than 330,000
Serbs died in Croatia and Bosnia during the war, including at
least 85,000 in Jasenovac. Total wartime casualties in Yugoslavia
(which had a prewar population of 16 million) were more than
1 million, approximately half of them Serbs.”

It was far from the case, however, that the majority of
Croats supported the Ustashes’ barbaric treatment of theSerbs.
The main opposition to German occupation and its puppet
regimes came from the Communist-led guerrilla army of Josip
Broz Tito. Tito, who was himself half Croatian, won support
from members of all of Yugoslavia’s ethnic groups, including
many Croatians. “In Bosnia-Hercegovna, the main theatre of
war, partisan units contained all three major nationalgroups,
Setbs, Croats and Muslim Slavs, fighting together under the slo-
gan ‘brotherhood and unity (bmtstvo i jedinstvo) .”® It was pre-
cisely Tito’s success in uniting Yugoslavs across ethnic bound-
aries in his partisan movement that allowed most Yugoslavs to
quickly forget the atrocities of the war after 1945, and for Yu-
goslavia’s nationalities to live together peacefully for the next 40
years. As Duncan Blackie observes:

Tito’s achievement in building a movement which united Serbs,
Slovenes, Croats, Macedonians and others was impressive. Not
only did it win the war of liberation, it also left indelible marks
on the postwar state....[It allowed] the creation of a state in
which the three decades of systematic inequality between Serb
and Croat we re decisively ove rcome. This is why the chauvinist
labels of today have to be dredged up from beforr 1945; neither
the Croats nor the Serbs can claim, with the Albanians, to have
suffered oppression since the Second World War.’

Tito’s Yugoslavia

The state that Tito constructed after the war was in no sense
genuinely socialist. Despite the facade of worker self-manage-
ment after 1953, all effective political and economic power re-
mained in the hands of a privileged party bureaucracy driven to
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extract surplus value from the mass of the population in order to
build a strong national economy. Like the other Stalinist regimes
of postwar Eastern Eu rope, Yugoslavia was state capitalist, not
socialist.'® Neve rtheless, through a complex set of constitutional
and political mechanisms, Tito attempted to ensure that no sin-
gle ethnic group dominated the new Yugoslavia in the way that
Serbia had dominated it before the war. Serbian nationalism was
the most potentially explosive, because Serb minorities we re
scattered throughout the republics: in Bosnia (34 percent),
Croatia (12 percent) and Kosovo (10-20 percent). Any breakup

Tito’s setup did not “Settle” the
national question in Yugoslavia; it
merely muted it by balancing the
republics against each other, and
by stamping out any manifesta-
tion of national separatism.

of Yugoslavia would render each of these minorities “stranded”
in a separate state. According to one commentator:

Rigid use of an affirmative-action ethnic ‘key’ assured a near-
equal distribution of cabinet posts, ambassadorships, and other
important federal appointments between cadres from the re-
publics and provinces. The parliament and other federal institu-
tions made major efforts to be multilingual....Until the second
half of the 1980s these complex arrangements had produced a
stable multinational federation where, whatever else waswrong
(and a great many things we e wrong), the national question
seemed to be settled."

This assessment, though, is too sanguine. Tito’s setup did
not “settle” the national question in Yugoslavia; it merely muted
it by balancing the republics against each other, and by stamp-
ing out any manifestation of national separatism. This arrange-
ment could hold in the postwar period of economic growth—
roughly from the 1950s into the late 1960s—when Yugoslavia
experienced growth rates of 6 percent and higher. But already
by the late 1960s, Yugoslavia had begun to experience serious
economic problems, leading to sharp conflicts of interest be-
tween the various republics. In Croatia in particular, the local
leadership attempted to use a revival in nationalist ideas to pres-
sure the federal government for concessions. “As these manifes-
tations of Croat nationalism grew,” re p o risone historian, “the
Serb population of Croatia began again to remember the terri-
ble massacres of 1941 and to preparefor self-defence.”'* Tito re-
sponded by arresting several hundred nationalists, banning their
publications and thoroughly purging the Croatian bureaucracy.

Economic crisis and the rise of nationalism

While Tito was alive, he was able to use his political author-
ity, and repression when needed, to ensure the balance of power
betwean Yugoslavia’s various national groups. But after his death
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in 1980, no other figure in the central government could play
the same role. Mo re importantly, Yugoslavia’s economy limped
along unimpressively in the 1970s, growing ever more indebted
to Western banks. It went into a tailspin in the early 1980s in
the wake of a global recession. The International Monetary
Fund demanded an austerity program which slashedworking-
class living standards but did nothing to turn the economy
around. “Between 1982 and 1989 the standard of living fell
nearly 40 percent and in December 1989 inflation peaked at
more than 2,000 percent.”’® The attempts to integrate Yu-
goslavia into Western markets reinforced, despite efforts to
ove rcome it, the extreme uneven economic development be-
tween the different republics. If Sl ovenia’s economy resembled
its richer northern neighbors, Kosovo and Macedonia’s we re the
poorest in Europe. The onset of economic crisis fragmented the
federation of different republics, as the richer republics, Sl ove-
nia and to a lesser extent Croatia, complained that theirwealth
was being used to “pay” for the poorer republics in the south.
Trade between republics declined dramatically. It was against
this background of fragmentation that nationalism began to
reemerge in the different republics.

It is important to note, however, that the resurgence of na-
tionalism did not come from ordinarypeople. On the contrary,
wothers across Yugoslavia responded to the crisis with a huge
upsurge in the level of class struggle.

Strikes, of which there we re less than 100 in 1983, rose to 699
in 1985 and 851 in 1986....0ver 1987 as a whole there were
1570 strikes involving some 365,000 workers.... Thepressure
continued into 1988 with strikes in the first half of the year
running at twice the level for the same period in 1987.'4

But while workers responded to the crisis in class terms,
groups of intellectuals in Serbia began propagating the idea that
Serbs we re an oppressed group in Yugoslavia. In 1986, for ex-
ample, the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences published a
memorandum claiming, absurdly, that Tito’s policies had sys-
tematically discriminated
against Serbs and, even more
absurdly, that in the province
of Ko sowo, Serbs were threat-
ened with genocide by the Al-
banian majority.

The latter claim echoed the
grievanes of Kosow’s Serbian
minority, who had never come
to terms with the autonomy
that Tito had granted the
province following massive stu-
dent demonstrations in the late
1960s. Prior to that time, eth-
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While workers responded to
the crisis in class terms, groups
of intellectuals in Serbia began

propagating the idea that

Serbs were an oppressed
group in Yugoslavia.

the Serbian media claiming that Albanians we re conducting a
terror campaign to force Serbs out of Kosovo.!® In Serbia, politi-
cal leaders who wanted to reasserttheir control over Kosovo al-
l owed the nationalists to publish their allegations in the hope
that this would pressure the other republics to permit revision
to the constitution.

Once the genie was out of the bottle, however, it was diffi-
cult to control. By 1986, Serb nationalists were organizing
protest rallies in Kosovo demanding that the province’s leader-
ship be rem oved. As the movement began to get out of hand,
Serbian President Ivan Stambolic sent his trusted protégé Slobo-
dan Milosevic, then the leader of the Serbian League of Com-
munists, to calm the situation. It was a fateful move. Instead of
attempting to defuse the protests, Milosevic saw an opportunity
to both derail worker unrest and further his own political career
by jumping on the nationalist bandwagon himself: “In a tele-
vised speech Milosevic endorsed the allegations of genocide
against the Serb nation and appealed to Serbs’ warrior tradi-
tions, promising them: ‘Nobody will ever beat you again.” News
of the speech re verberated across Serbia and the shock waves
spread fear throughout the federation.”"”

In the months that followed, Milosevic used his control of
the Serbian media and built a series of mass rallies to gain an
enormous following, thereby pushing aside his opponents in
the Serbian leadership:

The rallies, or meetings as they we re called, were carefully stage-
managed...On occasions, more than 100,000 people came to
hear Milosevic tell them how they had been exploited in Tito’s
Yugoslavia, how they we re facing genocide, and how now they
had to fight for their rights as a nation. Those who attended the
meetings we re bussed in at no expense, had the day off work
and were fed to boot.'®

Having gained complete control of the party apparatus in
Serbia, Milosevic continued the mass rallies to force out the
leaderships and replaced them with his own supporters in the
provinces of Kosovo and Vo-
jvodina, as well as in the neigh-
boring republic of Montene-
gro. When Albanians in
Ko sovo responded with a gen-
eral strike in early 1989, Milo-
sevic pressured the federal gov-
ernment to declare martial law,
then stripped the province of
its autonomy. Meanwhile the
media kept up a steady barrage
of nationalist propaganda, di-
rected first against Albanians in
Kosovo, but increasingly

nic Albanians had been treated

as second-class citizens. Al-

though living standards remained the lowest in Yugoslavia after
the change to autonomy, educational opportunities improved
and Albanians moved into positions of power in the govern-
ment. Unhappy with these changes, some Serbs started moving
out of the province. At first this was not an issue, but in 1981
heavy-handed repression of more student demonstrations led to
unrest throughout the province. Federal authorities responded
by imposing martial law." After this, articles began appearing in

)

against the rest of the country

too. When Sl ovenia refused to
allow its security forces to participate in the repression of
Kosovo, for example, the Serb media began a hate campaign
against Slovenes:

Though it was difficult to dredge up a history of animosity be-
tween Serbs and Sl ovenes, enterprising Serbianpopagandists
rose to the task and within days eve rybody in Serbia knew how
Sl ovenia had systematically exploited Serbia since theaeation
of Yugoslavia, how Slovenes had invented Wo rker Self-Manage-
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ment to weaken Serbia economically
and even how Slovenia’s relative
wealth was derived from Serbian fac-
tories which were transplanted to
Slovenia in 1948! The allegations
were endless and the propaganda
campaign was so overwhelming that
it became dangerous to speak with a
Slovene accent or even to carry a
Slovene newspaper in Srbia."”

As Serbian nationalism reached
fever pitch, party bosses in the other
republics also turned to nationalism,
partly as a response to Milosevic, and
partly as a way of diverting working-
class anger away from the state of the
economy. Most of them, however,
proved less adept than Milosevic at
controlling the forces they had un-
leashed and we re soon outflanked by
more genuine nationalist leaders. In
Croatia, the right-wing party Croat
Democratic Union defeated the Com-
munists in the elections of April 1990.
The party’s leader, Franjo Tudjman,
was a former general in Tito’s army who ran an openly nationalist
campaign and promised to stand up to Mlosevic’s provocations.

By that time, Serbia had been churning out anti-Croatian
propaganda for more than a year: “At the end of 1988 the
media offensive against Croatia [had gone] into ove rdrive with
allegations that radioactive waste had been deliberately dumped
in Serb villages in Croatia and that Serbs were falling ill and
dying as a result.”? When the Croatian authorities dug up the
site to investigate and found nothing, the Serbian media simply
made allegations against new sites. Around the same time,
Milosevic’s supporters began holding commemorations for dead
Serbs in areas where Ustashe massacres had taken place in the
Second World War.

During the election campaign, Tudjman responded by talk-
ing of a “Greater Croatia” while his supporters marched
through Serb-populated towns using the slogan “God in the
Heavens and Tudjman in the homelands.”! Following his elec-
tion victory, he demanded that all Setbs in Croatia take an oath
of loyalty to the state. British writer Mary Kaldor describes the
cyde of provocations that took place on both sides:

It is true that Belgrade subjected the Serb minority areas to mer-
ciless propaganda, that memories of the Ustashe period were
continually exploited by Serb extremists, and that Serbian para-
militaries we re armed by Belgrade. Nevertheless, it is also true
that many Serbs we re dismissed from their jobs, Serbian pro p-
e rty was confiscated and, most prowcatively of all, Serbian po-
licemen were replaced by Croats in Serbian areas. The use of the
Croatian shield to replace the Yugoslav red star, the renaming of
the Square of the Victims of Fascism’ as the ‘Square of Croatian
Great Kings’, and Tudjman’s remark during his election cam-
paign that he was glad his wife was not a Serb or a Jew must
have been very frightening to the Serbian minority.*?

In the end, Germany’s recognition of Croatia’s indepen-
dence—without any guarantees of the Serb minority’s national
rights in Croatia—made the outbreak of war and the disintegra-
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Anti-Milosevic protesters in Belgrade, 1996

tion of Yugoslavia inevitable. The same holds true for Bosnia.
Germany and the U.S. recognized Bosnian independence even
though the majority of Bosnian Serbs and Croats—about 51
p e rcent of the republic—had rejected it. By doing so, they put
their seal of approval on Bosnia’s descent into war.

Cracks in the monolith

At the end of 1990 in Serbia’s own elections, Milosevic used
his control of the media and of the state apparatus to ensure the
victory of his party (renamed the Serbian Socialist Party), por-
traying himself as the only person who could protect Serbs from
resurgent Croatian fascism and the threat of genocide. Within a
f ew months, however, it became clear that the hysterical claims
of Serbian nationalism we re not all-powe rful. During the elec-
tion, Milosevic had promised to revitalize the economy and im-
prove living standards. But as inflation cut into the value of
wages and pensions, a half million people rallied in March 1991
demanding his resignation:

For two days Milosevic appeared on the verge of losing powe r
and was forced to call on the JNA [Yugoslav Army] to restore
order in Belgrade. In street fighting two people, a student and a
policeman, were killed and hundreds more injured. The
demonstrators produced a list of demands including theresig-
nation of Mlosevics police chief and media barons but failed to
go for the jugular when Milosevic was at his most vulnerable.
Unrest was confined to Belgrade and Milosevic retained control
of the security apparatus.??

Despite its failure, the rebellion showed that even fouryears
of relentless nationalist propaganda had failed to make class is-
sues disappear. Milosevic was shaken by the uprising and re-
sponded by planning for war as Sl ovenia and Croatia both pre-
pared to declare their independence. But even as fighting broke
out, with Milosevic posing as the defender of Serbs living in
Croatia, the vast majority of people in Serbia continued to want
peace. As Andreja Zivkovic explains, “Despite the mood of war
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hysteria cultivated by the regime, workers’ nationalism was basi-
cally defensive. Workers in their thousands expressed mute op-
position to the war in the form of draft dodging and desertion
from the front.”?4 As the war with Croatia came to an end,
Milosevic was able to hold on to power by blaming Western
sanctions for Serbia’s economic crisis. At the same time, half a
million young people who had opposed the war and demanded
greater democracy left the country. His “corrupt and unstable
regime could only survive through a system of constant purges
of suspect institutions and terror against its opponents. The
paramilitatypolice was reinforced to act as Milosevic’s personal
guard against the army and to discourage dissent, and the media
pumped out disinformation.””

But as unemployment climbed to almost 50 percent and in-
flation skyrocketed, “[forcing] the majority of people into desti-
tution, the masses began to tire not only of the war [which had
spread to Bosnia], but also of nationalism. From 1993 onwards
Milosevic was forced to drop Greater Serbian nationalism and
sue for peace to keep step with the popular mood.”*

When Milosevic refused to recognizethevictory of the op-
position coalition Zajedno in local elections at the end of 1996,
mass rebellion once again shook Serbia. Huge demonstrations
of more than 100,000 marched eve ry day in Belgrade for close
to three months until Milosevic backed down. Yet once more it
was a missed opportunity. The opposition parties refused to de-
mand anything more than acceptance of the election results,
and again Milosevic was allowed to survive.

With the economy in tatters, Milosevic faced increasing
criticism from the country’s independent media and democratic
activists. He again sought salvation in a military campaign, this
time in response to armed resistance by the Kosovo Liberation
Army (KLA) in Kosovo. “However, the regime was increasingly
riven by vicious faction fighting. Key figures in the ruling class
openly criticised Milosevic’s strategy in Ko s ovo, fearing that it
would lead to a further spell of international isolation for Se r-
bia. The economic and political system was imploding at an
alarming rate with only the glue of the Ko s owo campaign to
hold it together.”

Contrary to Western propaganda, the appeal of nationalist
frenzy around Kosovo was beginning to fade among the major-
ity of Serbs before the brutal NATO bombing campaign began.
Thousands of young men went into hiding to avoid being
drafted, and small protests of mothers demanded their sons in
uniform be returned home. But NATO’s attack has allowed
Milosevic to once again play the nationalist card once again.
Despite—or rather, because of—the death and destruction the
bombing has caused, his position has been strengthened while
opposition voices have been silenced.

Nationalism continues to play a powe rful role in Serbia, but
it is orchestrated from the top—it does not arise spontaneously
from below. The past 12 years in Serbia illustrate how national-
ist propaganda can be used to dive tworkers struggle and cre-
ate ethnic conflict. But they also show that nationalist ideas are
not all-powe rful. Faced with economic crisis and political re-
pression, workers will also turn to mass resistance. As NATO’s
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murderous war is brought to an end, the possibility of renewed
class struggle in Serbia can again return to the agenda.
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